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Three months before philosopher and social and cultural theorist T. W. 
Adorno’s death in August 1969, an interview with him in the German news 
magazine Der Spiegel opened with the following exchange: 


Spiegel: ‘Herr Professor, two weeks ago everything seemed alright with the world ... ’ 
Adorno: ‘Not to me it didn’t.’ (GS 20.1 p. 402) 


Adorno’s laconic response chimes with his search for answers, in the wake 
of the Holocaust, to why the ever-increasing capacity for knowledge and 
technological control of nature has not led to a more humane world. Why, 
though, should a thinker notorious for the complexity of his thought, and 
sometimes unnecessary obscurity of his prose style, whose greatest interest 
was probably Western ‘classical’ music, now be generating widespread 
attention? The financial crisis that began in 2007, awareness of the climate 
emergency, and the revival of fascism in some countries have meant that, 
after a time in the 1980s and 1990s when he rather faded from view, 
Adorno’s insights into the ills of the contemporary world seem ever more 
prescient. The prevailing norms in much of economics, politics, and the 
social sciences in the Thatcher—Reagan era, for which ‘free-market’, 
‘neoliberal’ capitalism is the only way to organize modern societies, have 
been increasingly discredited. Massive increases in wealth inequality, and 
the effects on the environment of underregulated markets and predatory 
transnational corporations have led to the point where the very survival of 
civilized human life on earth is in question. Given the failure of 
authoritarian communist regimes to offer a defensible alternative, Adorno’s 


attempts to understand why the goal of a just political, economic, and social 
order has proved to be so elusive seem more and more relevant. 


In a lecture on ‘Aspects of the New Right-Wing Radicalism’ of 1967 
Adorno talks of a ‘constellation of rational means and irrational purposes’ 
in right-wing radicalism’s often successful use of propaganda. He adds that 
this ‘in a certain respect corresponds to the overall civilisational trend, that, 
after all, culminates in such a perfection of techniques and means, while the 
purpose of this for society as a whole goes by the board’. The core of 
Adorno’s thinking is, then, in one sense quite simple: he asks why instead 
of everyone being fed, clothed, housed, and living a tolerable life, we are 
faced with mass poverty, enduring conflict, and the devastation of the 
natural world. So what does Adorno propose as a response to this situation? 


Asked in the Spiegel interview about how his theoretical work can affect 
political practice, he insists: ‘I try to express what I recognize and what I 
think. But I can’t arrange this in terms of what one can do with it and what 
becomes of it’ (GS 20.1 p. 403). Accused of therefore living in an ivory 
tower, he counters: ‘I believe that a theory is more capable of being 
practically effective by dint of its own objectivity than if it subordinates 
itself to practice from the word go’ (GS 20.1 p. 403)—elsewhere he says 
‘the demand for the unity of theory and praxis very easily leads to a kind of 
censorship of theory by praxis’ (GS 8 p. 579). One reason for his saying 
this is that he thought the Student Movement of the late 1960s in Germany 
was pursuing unrealistic goals, and acted in sometimes violent ways, which 
could be seen as echoing the Nazi past, and which hindered its 
emancipatory aims. His further reason is that the modern world renders 
decisions about what courses of action are justified ever more precarious. 
As he says in the collection of brief critical essays and aphorisms on 
modern culture, Minima Moralia (1951, but written during the war): ‘The 
signature of the age is that, without exception, no person can themself 
determine their life in a half-way transparent sense, of the kind that used to 
be given in the appraisal of the state of the market’ (GS 4 p. 41). 


Although he rejects communism, Adorno still adheres in important respects 
to Marx’s ‘historical materialist’ idea that how things are produced and 


exchanged influences people’s thoughts and actions in ways which are not 
transparent to them. The search for objectivity is therefore conducted in 
circumstances where social and economic pressures make claims to 
objectivity inherently open to question: “The almost insoluble task consists 
in not letting oneself be made stupid either by the power of others or by 
one’s own powerlessness’ (GS 4 p. 63). He consequently talks in 
‘Einleitung in die Philosophie’ of philosophy as ‘the comprehensive 
obligation not to be naive’. The lesson of 20th-century history is that any 
modern society has the potential to fall into fascism and authoritarianism, 
because of its inherent economic instability and the conformist pressures it 
exerts on its members. 


Adorno’s life spanned the major upheavals of the 20th century. He was born 
in Frankfurt am Main, in 1903, in a mixed Jewish and Catholic family, as 
Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno. He was a precocious musical talent, began 
lessons in composition at the age of 16, and by the age of 18 was studying 
philosophy, music, and psychology at university, and publishing music 
criticism. He completed a PhD on the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl 
in 1924, and moved to Vienna in 1925 to study composition with Alban 
Berg. After returning to Frankfurt, while editing the musical journal 
Anbruch (‘Dawn’), Adorno read Hungarian Marxist philosopher and critic, 
Georg Lukacs’s, History and Class-Consciousness. He also developed 
intensive contact with cultural critic and philosopher Walter Benjamin, 
whom he had got to know in 1923. One of Benjamin’s key ideas is that the 
truth provided by the mathematically based natural sciences is not the truth 
which should concern philosophy, and this leads him, and Adorno, to an 
enduring concern with art’s relationship to philosophy. In 1931 Adorno 
finished his Habilitation (the German postdoctoral dissertation), 
Kierkegaard: Construction of the Aesthetic (which was heavily influenced 
by Benjamin), an analysis of Kierkegaard’s concern with ‘inwardness’, in 
order to reveal the underlying repressive nature of bourgeois society. 
Adorno underestimated the dangers of the seizure of power by the Nazis, 
and continued to visit Germany until 1937, while an ‘advanced student’ at 
Merton College, Oxford. In 1938 he moved to the USA to work with Max 
Horkheimer, as a member of the Institute for Social Research, which had 
been exiled from Germany, living in New York, and then Los Angeles for 
the years 1941-9. During this period he wrote Dialectic of Enlightenment 


with Horkheimer, which consists of reflections on how modern rationality 
can turn into barbarism, Minima Moralia, Philosophy of New Music, which 
contrasts Schoenberg and Stravinsky as keys to the significance of modern 
music, and was a co-author of The Authoritarian Personality, which was 
part of the Berkeley ‘Project on the Nature and Extent of Antisemitism’. 
Adorno returned to Frankfurt in 1949, where he gained his first (and only) 
tenured professorship, at the re-established Institute for Social Research, in 
1956. In the early 1960s he was involved in the ‘Positivism Dispute in 
German Sociology’, a debate about theory and evidence in the social 
sciences, in which his main opponents were philosophers Karl Popper and 
Hans Albert. Throughout the 1960s he worked on his major texts on 
philosophy and aesthetics, Negative Dialectics and Aesthetic Theory, and 
other projects, while being active in public life in relation to the protests of 
the Student Movement and other social, political, and cultural issues. He 
died of a heart attack while on holiday in Switzerland in 1969. 


Adorno seems to have sometimes been quite a difficult character, but he 
also inspired great affection. The aim of the present introduction is to show 
the significance of his work for a contemporary audience, rather than using 
details about his life and character to interpret that work. His main works 
are written in a manner which deliberately resists summary, in order to 
avoid oversimplification of issues that need to be grasped in their 
complexity. Sometimes, though, this tips over into unnecessary opacity— 
his lectures, many of which have now been published, often deal with the 
Same issues in a more lucid manner. Instead of summarizing Adorno’s main 
works, I want, then, to delineate his key concerns that recur in a wide 
variety of texts, and will try as much as possible to let Adomo speak in his 
own words, as paraphrasing him can obscure key nuances. 


Adorno’s major concern can be seen in terms of understanding a world 
whose history often seemed to defy understanding. The history in question 
has been referred to by Eric Hobsbawm as the ‘short 20th century’, which 
begins with the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, and ends with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. A key factor in what made the First 
World War possible, and had enduring negative consequences for the 
democratic Left, was the failure of the socialist parties of the Second 
International to put the interests of the European working class above 


national interests when war threatened. Among other things, this failure 
negatively influenced the course and effects of the Russian revolution. The 
War led to the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian, German, Ottoman, and 
Russian empires, and to ongoing political, social, and economic instability 
that eventually led to the Second World War and the unthinkable trauma of 
the Holocaust. International instability diminished somewhat with the 
conclusion of the Second World War in 1945, inaugurating a spell of 
growing economic prosperity in the West, despite the political tensions of 
the Cold War and the threat of atomic warfare. After Adorno’s death, the oil 
crisis of 1973 undermined the foundations of this prosperity and allowed 
the political right, led by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, to begin to 
roll back some of the social and economic advances made in the preceding 
period. The collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe, instead of leading 
to further stabilization, led to new instability, involving, in the wake of the 
2007 economic crash, a revival of authoritarian right-wing politics in the 
USA and parts of Europe and elsewhere that is thoroughly in line with 
Adorno’s warnings after the war. 


The political and economic upheavals of Adorno’s world were accompanied 
by rapid and often disorienting changes in the arts, philosophy, and the 
sciences, and exploration of the relationships between these changes is 
central to his work. Weimar Germany and post-imperial Austria saw some 
of the most innovative and influential cultural responses to the 
disintegration of many of the structures and expectations of Western society 
and culture. Sigmund Freud’s claims regarding the nature of the human 
mind, summarized in his dictum that the I is not ‘lord in its own house’, 
because its real motivations are often hidden in the unconscious, Max 
Weber’s analyses of rationalization and bureaucracy in modern societies, 
and Arnold Schoenberg’s abandonment of the musical organizing principle 
of tonality are paradigmatic for what concerns Adorno. The background to 
Adorno’s work is also formed by the reception of Marx and Nietzsche, 
whose influence in Europe grew in the wake of the First World War. In all 
these cases ideas from the past concerning society and politics, subjectivity, 
art, religion, morality, and the natural world are put in doubt, leaving the 
question of what should replace them. The devastation of the First World 
War gives this question a particular urgency, the war having shown what 


pent-up destructive forces could be unwittingly unleashed by modern forms 
of production, exchange, and technology. 


Adorno’s importance does not depend on his immediate reactions to the 
political events of the Weimar Republic and beyond, but rather on his 
explorations of how these affect the arts, philosophy, and the social 
sciences. His earlier work consists mainly of his academic dissertations, 
other texts on phenomenology and existentialism which are increasingly 
influenced by the Marxist tradition, and writings on music and literature. It 
is the writings in American exile that appear in Europe after the war which 
begin to establish his reputation. His approach to the culture of his time is 
relentlessly critical, being famous for dicta like ‘the whole is the untrue’, ‘to 
write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’, ‘there is no right way of living in 
life that is wrong’, and for its stringency with respect to art which he thinks 
merely contributes to the status quo, rather than being aesthetically 
challenging. But what does he propose as an alternative to a world 
dominated by the destructive effects of modern capitalism? Any response to 
that question for Adorno depends on coming to terms with the Holocaust 
and the Nazi period, and the perversion of socialist ideas in communist 
countries. Without an understanding of what made such things possible, and 
the creation of a culture that would make a repetition impossible, hope for 
lasting human progress seems to him delusory. 


In this context it should be remembered that in the years immediately 
following the war the Federal Republic of Germany did not engage in a 
thorough reckoning with the past. Many lawyers, doctors, scientists, and 
academics who had supported the Nazis remained in the same jobs, ex- 
Nazis played major political roles, and discussion of the Nazi period was 
often avoided in the name of rebuilding the devastated country as quickly as 
possible. Psychoanalyst Alexander Mitscherlich talked of ‘the inability to 
mourn’ as being characteristic of Germany at the time. Instead of facing up 
to what happened, in order to understand it and make changes, people’s 
attention and energy were displaced into reconstruction of the country’s 
infrastructure. Adorno, in contrast, played an influential role in keeping the 
issue of the Nazi past alive, beginning, while still in the USA, with 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, and with his participation in the Berkeley Anti- 
Semitism project. In 1959 he gave a lecture on ‘What is coming to terms 


with the past?’ in which he maintains that ‘National Socialism lives on’ (GS 
10.2 p. 556) in various forms in German society. The lecture is notable for 
its complete repudiation of the tendency in Germany to repress critical 
discussion of the Nazi period. 


It is no coincidence, then, that the substantial public reception of Dialectic 
of Enlightenment does not begin until the 1960s, when it is read by many in 
the Student Movement, and, having first been published in Holland, is 
finally published in Germany in 1969. The Student Movement was the 
result of a conviction among young Germans that the Federal Republic was 
becoming more authoritarian and undemocratic. Anger at this was focused 
by the killing in Berlin by the police of a protester against a visit of the 
Shah of Iran in 1967, and the shooting of Rudi Dutschke, a student activist, 
by a far-right extremist in 1968. Adorno’s view of the way Nazism lived on, 
and his criticisms of the direction of modern societies resonated with the 
student protesters. The motivation of the protesters was fuelled by the 
failure of their parents’ generation to confront the injustices of the past and 
their consequences in the present. The complexity of responding to the Nazi 
past is demonstrated by the fact that, with the ebbing of the Movement, 
some participants became terrorists in the Red Army Faction, while others 
moved into mainstream politics (these divergent responses are insightfully 
dealt with in Margarethe von Trotta’s film, Die bleierne Zeit, released in 
English as The German Sisters). Although Adorno heavily criticized the 
more radical forms of action of the Movement, he encouraged the critical 
engagement with the status quo and entrenched conventions that was vital 
to the Movement (Figure 1). The hopes of a revolutionary change involving 
the working class on the part of the Movement were, as Adorno expected, 
soon dashed, but the lasting legacy of the period was that the Federal 
Republic, for all its faults, became a more open and democratic society. 


1. Adorno with leaders of the Student Movement. 


It is characteristic of Adorno that, during the last period of his life, when 
political unrest was widespread and he was involved in very difficult 
institutional encounters with protesting students, he was also trying to write 
his major theoretical works on philosophy and aesthetics. His work tries to 
steer a course between attention to institutional, historical, and political 
factors, and their wider theoretical implications. It can lack the mass of 
empirical detail of the kind which Hannah Arendt, for example, offers in 
The Origins of Totalitarianism. Arendt herself does not, though, always 
convincingly explain the functioning of the relationships between the 
actions of individuals, and the varying social, cultural, and economic 
pressures that influence them, that are a major focus for Adorno. In an area 
as fraught as this no analysis is going to be definitive, and both Adorno’s 
and Arendt’s perspectives remain important as warnings against the 
recurrence of fascist politics. 


Adorno’s acute sense of the historical situatedness of thought, his suspicion 
of positive metaphysical claims, and his insistence on the importance of art 
can, as we will see, be used to question many dominant approaches to 
philosophy, and to illuminate pressing social and political issues. In 
Aesthetic Theory Adorno asserts that ‘Already before Auschwitz it was an 
affirmative lie in the face of historical experiences to attribute any positive 
sense to existence. That has consequences right into the form of works of 
art’ (GS 7 p. 229). He always insists that the appalling brutality of history 
must be kept in mind; at the same time, though, he is sensitive to the need 
to give expression to what is repressed and neglected in history, that may be 
a source of hope. The growing contemporary importance of Adorno’s 
thought derives, then, from its attention to how to make sense in a world 
where so much militates against being able to do so. 


Enlightenment and dialectic 


The title of Dialectic of Enlightenment (DE) (first published 1944) 
highlights themes which are germane to all of Adorno’s work. 
‘Enlightenment’ is often characterized as the movement, starting sometime 
in the 17th century, which uses reason to illuminate what was previously 
obscured by myth, religion, and superstition. ‘Dialectic’, in the German 
traditions to which Adorno belongs, refers to understanding how things turn 
into their opposites. The concern is, then, with understanding change, rather 
than with what, like the laws of nature, remains the same. As Adorno puts 
it, in dialectical thinking ‘everything is always only what it is by becoming 
what it isn’t’ (GS 3 p. 32). The version of dialectic proposed by G. W. F. 
Hegel (1770-1831) is one of the main philosophical influences on Adorno. 
For Hegel, the fact that ideas held as true—such as Ptolemy’s earth-centred 
view of the universe—come to be refuted is not a reason to espouse 
scepticism, but rather the way in which we learn more truths about the 
world. Copernicus needs Ptolemy to refute; otherwise he has nothing to 
improve on. Hegel terms this refutation of a specific existing claim that 
leads to a better one ‘determinate negation’. In dialectics things in 
opposition to each other also belong together, because they depend on each 
other to be manifest: you can’t have the true without the false. 


The chapter of DE on ‘The Concept of Enlightenment’ opens as follows: 
‘Enlightenment in the most all-encompassing sense of progressing thought 
has always pursued the goal of liberating people from fear and installing 


them as masters. But the completely enlightened earth radiates in the sign of 
triumphant calamity’ (GS 3 p. 19). What aims at liberation ‘dialectically’ 
turns into its opposite, and the question is why this happens. The historical 
context of the end of the Second World War obviously made such questions 
very urgent. At issue here is the very status of ‘reason’. Enlightenment 
reason makes it possible to gain technological mastery for human ends, but 
the effects of such mastery can be unreasonable, as the effects of technology 
on the war made clear. Reason can therefore in some sense be seen as 
contradictory. Unlike many philosophers, though, Adorno does not think 
that contradictions must necessarily be resolved, because contradiction for 
him is not just a logical issue, being instead inherent in our experience of 
the world. Consequently: ‘the depth of a philosophy does not lie in the 
extent to which this philosophy can reconcile contradictions, but rather in 
the extent to which it is able to make contradictions manifest which are 
inherent in the matter itself’. So what contradictions are inherent in the 
notion of reason? 


Reason and power 


It might seem best in a philosophical discussion of ‘reason’ to give a 
definition of what is meant by the term before investigating it, but this is not 
Adorno’s strategy. The problem is that a definition of ‘reason’ must 
presumably be ‘rational’, but the status of rationality itself is what is in 
question here: what would make the definition rational? There is no 
definitive way out of this dilemma, which touches on the very status of 
philosophy itself. On the assumption that there is no foundational certainty 
with respect to philosophical terms, one of Adorno’s strategies is to see how 
those terms emerged and evolved historically. He is here influenced by 
Nietzsche’s reflections on the way power relates to thinking: reason as a 
way of mastering things: ‘means-ends reason’—which Adorno refers to as 
‘instrumental reason’—is itself a form of power. His question is why this 
power leads to calamity in the form of totalitarianism, extermination camps, 
and technology-driven warfare. 


The need to master things is obviously necessary to the survival of living 
beings, but mastery must also be seen from the side of what is mastered. 
Even the term ‘mastery’, with its masculine connotations, can involve a 


sense of repression of the other. If what is mastered is itself also a 
manifestation of power, the scenario becomes one of a conflict between 
walring powers, as it does in Nietzsche’s idea of the ‘Will to Power’ as the 
essential basis of all existence. With respect to nature it can then seem that 
the human drive for survival must entail the defeat of an enemy through 
knowledge of its powers. Descartes famously talked of knowledge making 
us ‘lords and owners of nature’, and Francis Bacon maintained that 
knowledge of causal necessity in nature is the basis of human power: ‘nor 
can nature be commanded except by being obeyed. And so those twin 
objects, human knowledge and human power, do really meet in one’. 
Adorno and Horkheimer suggest that the need for knowledge-based control 
can lead to the drive for omnipotence on the part of the subject, and this is 
precisely what can turn into its opposite: ‘the more uninhibitedly reason ... 
makes itself to the absolute opposite of nature ... the more it regresses, as 
self-preservation run wild, to nature’ (GS 6 p. 285). By regarding nature 
just as a threat to be controlled, or as a consumable resource, we end up 
threatening the survival of the civilized life we seek to preserve. 


What is important here, and elsewhere in Adorno, is that the human subject 
is both part of nature and necessarily sets itself up against nature. He uses 
the psychoanalytical notion of ‘projection’, the displacing of one’s own 
feelings, which are part of our nature that we cannot fully control, onto 
others, to analyse the relationship between humankind and nature. 
Projection occurs, for example, if you see the other person as angry when it 
is you that is angry, but can’t acknowledge your negative feeling. In a 
section on the origin and persistence of anti-Semitism, DE extends this 
notion to include projection onto the world as a whole of the subject’s states 
of mind, so taking the way humankind has come to treat the world as akin 
to the projections of the paranoid individual: ‘In both cases the subject is in 
the centre, the world just the occasion of its delusion; the world becomes 
the impotent or omnipotent incarnation of what is projected onto it’ (GS 3 
p. 216). 


Before the development of modern science, cultures employed mythology 
as a way of controlling nature in the imagination. Without some sense that 
mythology was in touch with nature, it would evidently not be effective for 
those who live in terms of it. The problem lies in knowing where 


imaginative projection stops and reality begins: in consequence, if there is 
‘insufficient differentiation by the subject of its own and the external share 
of the projected material’, then ‘In a certain sense all perception is 
projection’ (GS 3 p. 213). The boundary between what is inside and what is 
outside cannot be clearly established, and the drive for mastery of fear is 
therefore likely to generate delusion. The usual idea is that modern science 
dispels such delusion, but this is precisely what Adorno and Horkheimer 

( ) want to investigate more carefully. Modern science produces true 
explanations, but it does so in contexts where the basis of mythology—the 
drive to master perceived threats—remains in place. These threats, of 
course, come to include new ones produced by science itself, and this 
situation is central to the notion of a ‘dialectic of Enlightenment’. 


2. Horkheimer and Adorno. 


Kant 


For Adorno the very idea of an ‘objective world’ develops historically out 
of what is necessary for human survival. Throughout his career a key 
historical figure in focusing this issue is Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), 
whom he first read as a young man together with his friend, cultural theorist 
Siegfried Kracauer. DE cites Kant’s 1781 Critique of Pure Reason, where 
the notion of ‘schematism’—the ‘hidden art in the depths of the human soul 
whose true workings we are unlikely ever to be able to divine from 
nature’—is used to explain how a shared objective, intelligible world can 
result from the mass of sensory input received by individual human 
subjects. Seeing both a bonsai and a giant redwood as trees involves the 
mind using a ‘schema’ which abstracts from their very evident differences 
to show what is identical about them. The reduction of difference to identity 
by the subject is crucial to Kant’s theory of knowledge, and to Adorno’s 
repeated explorations of Kant as an expression of the nature of the modern 
world: ‘Without such schematism, in short, without the intellectuality of 
perception, no impression would fit a concept, no category an example, 
there would not even be unity of thought, let alone of the system that 
everything is aimed at’ (GS 3 p. 102). The question is why something so 
necessary to exploring and understanding the world can also become a 
threat. 


Adorno and Horkheimer’s reading of Kant in DE is characteristically 
unorthodox: “The true nature of schematism, which coordinates universal 
and particular, concept and individual instance, shows itself in 
contemporary science in the last analysis as the interest of industrial 
society’ (GS 3 p. 103). This is because industry gains mastery over nature 
by reducing it to what can be manipulated in repeatable ways. DE turns 
Kant’s epistemological argument into an anthropological account of the 
genesis of cognition: “The system of things, the solid universe of which 
science only forms the abstract expression’ becomes ‘the unconsciously 
realised product of animal equipment in the fight for life’ (GS 3 p. 213). 
This reading of Kant shows something vital about Adorno’s relationship to 
philosophy. Kant is very often read as an epistemologist who wants to show 
how knowledge is possible via explanation of the ways the mind orders the 
information it receives from the world. He saw his philosophy as involving 
a ‘Copernican turn’ away from seeking the pre-existing truth of a divinely 
made objective world. Objectivity itself depends instead on the activity of 


the mind, which relates things to each other in specific, rule-bound ways. 
He does not, though, explain how and why the subject comes to function in 
this way. This is why DE attempts, in the light of its questions about the real 
nature of Enlightenment, to give a genetic account of subjectivity, in order 
to understand the dialectic it involves. 


When writing about Kant and other philosophers, Adorno often does not 
primarily focus on the validity of their arguments, but looks instead at what 
the problems in an approach tell us about historical tensions of which they 
are a manifestation. Even if, for example, Kant’s new account of the 
relationship between freedom and determinism is flawed, it can still be a 
vital resource in exploring why the modern world turns out the way it does. 
Adorno, then, wants to circumvent the tendency to see the history of 
philosophy as a history of error, which can lead to thinkers being written 
off, as Kant was for a time in the mid-20th century in the anglophone 
philosophical world. Kant’s philosophy is, instead, a ‘force-field’, where 
‘behind the most abstract concepts which come into conflict with each other 
... stand what are in reality extraordinarily vivid forces of experience’. The 
experience in question consists in humankind’s attempts to understand itself 
and the world without relying on theology. As such: ‘the power of the 
Critique of Pure Reason does not at all really lie so much in the answer 
which Kant gives to the so-called metaphysical questions, as it does in the 
very heroic, very stoical refusal to give an answer to these questions at all’. 
Adorno does not ignore what he calls the ‘metaphysical need’ to make 
sense of human existence, but neither does he think that philosophy has 
answers to it that have ‘timeless truth valid for all future experience’. 


Adorno’s focus on Kant is based on the ‘tension between the interest in the 
objectivity of truth, on the one hand, and the reflection on the knowing 
subject as that which constitutes such truth, on the other’. What does this 
tension reveal about the modern world, beyond Kant’s own attempt to 
resolve it? Kant essentially transfers the idea of natural necessity from the 
side of the object to that of the subject, and this shift explains why Adorno 
sees the subject/object relationship in dialectical terms. Natural laws 
describe how, if x happens, y necessarily follows it. David Hume (1711-76) 
had pointed out, though, that all the evidence for such causal laws comes 
from subjects observing x and y being ‘constantly conjoined’. The basis of 


the law therefore depended on the subject’s perceptions, there being no 
justification for saying that the causal relationship was present in the things 
themselves. This made future events contingent, as they can only be 
inferred from what happened to have been observed in the past, with no 
guarantee that the same will be observed in the future. Any appeal to an 
inherent, God-given order in the universe could therefore not be justified in 
philosophy. The only order that there can be said to be is a result of human 
observation and judgement. 


Kant accepts that Hume has shown that ‘dogmatic’ (i.e. theological) 
accounts of the order of things cannot be philosophically justified. At the 
same time, it is clear that modern science, especially in the form of 
Newton’s laws of motion, gives us a better account of the movement of 
bodies in nature than what preceded it. He therefore proposes to establish 
what it is that makes Newton’s laws possible. The subject’s observation of 
nature is necessary for this, which involves the object-side, because we 
don’t control what perceptions we receive. However, he then argues that the 
necessity present in laws of nature must be produced by the subject linking 
perceptions together in rule-bound ways, otherwise, as we saw, there would 
just be a chaos of sensory input. 


This much is standard fare in philosophical accounts of Kant. What Adorno 
focuses on, though, are the wider implications of the—dialectical—‘turn’ 
from ancient to modem epitomized by Kant, which locates objectivity in 
the subject’s thinking, rather than seeing it as inherent in the world. This 
reversal plays out in myriad dimensions of modern history, and Kant is seen 
by Adorno as crystallizing this history in philosophical form. In this 
interpretation Adorno comes close to his contemporary Martin Heidegger’s 
idea that modern philosophy begins with Descartes’s grounding of 
philosophy in the putative certainty of the ‘I think, I am’, which means he 
sees the modern subject as that which seeks to dominate the object. 
Adorno’s relationship to Heidegger, who was, of course, a member of the 
Nazi party, is too complex to be dealt with here, but their political 
differences, quite understandably, made Adorno underplay their 
philosophical proximity. 


Adorno adds a psychoanalytical dimension to his account of the subject, as 
we saw, by suggesting that the subject’s fear of the other, and its drive to 
control it, lead the subject to project onto the world. The combination of a 
Kantian and a psychoanalytical view of the subject means, on the one hand, 
that justified knowledge depends on the subject’s forms of thinking, but, on 
the other, that these forms are linked to a drive to control nature that can 
become destructive. In consequence—and this suggests why the 
freedom/determinism issue is central in Kant—‘what appears to us as 
autonomous, powerful subject keeps on revealing itself as conditioned, as 
dependent on what there is’. The subject seeks to establish a post- 
theological order of nature, but in doing so ‘the mind which forgets its own 
origin in nature ... more than ever falls prey to its origin in nature’. The 
human form of control over non-human nature leads to what Marx calls 
‘second nature’, a human social world which can be just as threatening to 
the subject as the ‘first’ nature it seeks to control. Kant’s philosophy 
therefore shows how the subject is both the source of cognitive and 
technological control of nature, and yet can be blind to how it is itself part 
of that nature. 


Kant famously argues that we can only know how nature appears to us, not 
how it is ‘in itself’, thus establishing what Adorno calls the Kantian ‘block’ 
between the subject and being. Adorno says that the Critique of Pure 
Reason ‘is at the same time a philosophy of identity—i.e. a philosophy 
which attempts finally to ground being in the subject and a philosophy of 
non-identity, insofar as it tries to limit this claim to identity ... through the 
block that the subject encounters in its cognition’. Adorno’s notion of ‘non- 
identity’ suggests that the ways in which the world is ordered, such as by 
the commodity form, can always hide other ways in which it can be 
responded to. The modern growth of knowledge brings untold benefits, but 
also the following: ‘The more the world is emptied of an objective meaning 
[of the kind he suggests is present in Plato and pre-modern theology and 
philosophy] and is completely resolved into our categories, so completely 
becomes our world, the more meaning is removed from the world at the 
same time’. ‘Meaning’ here is not primarily linguistic, but has to do with 
what makes sense of the world. The world created by modern rationality 
and modern forms of exchange, for all the benefits it brings, does not 
always become more hospitable to humankind. What societies actually 


invest in knowing is influenced to a significant extent by the drive to 
exercise power, as the amounts spent on military research and the 
production of arms suggest. 


Hegel 


Adorno contrasts Kant’s refusal to give cognition wholesale command over 
how we relate to the world with aspects of the ‘philosophy of identity’ he 
sees in German Idealism, and in Hegel in particular. Understanding Adorno 
depends to a great extent, along with understanding Kant, on grasping 
certain key ideas in German Idealism. German Idealism is a reaction from 
the 1790s onwards to the perception that Kant had created a gap between 
humankind and the true nature of the world. The gap was seen as 
threatening to lead to scepticism—if we do not know the world as it is in 
itself, how can we say we know the truth about the world? It was also, 
though, thought of as a form of ‘alienation’ from nature, whose real essence 
was hidden from us, and needed to be either uncovered or recovered. One 
route to overcoming the perceived split is seen as developing a philosophy 
which systematically articulates how subject and object relate, without 
leaving the residue of the ‘thing in itself’. Hegel argues that the ‘thing in 
itself’ is actually a product of thinking: it is what results when we subtract 
everything we know of an object from the object. This leaves us with an 
empty abstraction, as opposed to the diverse cognitive and other experience 
we actually have of a real object in the world. Thought is, as such, 
inherently ‘of the world’, in the sense that it belongs to the world as 
something which changes and develops, and the point is to explicate how 
this is the case. In one respect Adorno agrees, and he echoes Hegel’s 
argument: ‘the supposedly pure object that is free of the addition of thought 
and perception is precisely the reflex of abstract subjectivity’ (GS 10.2 p. 
748). The dialectical thinking Adorno espouses rejects a radical split 
between subject and object, but he differs from Hegel on how their 
relationship can be articulated in philosophy. 


Hegel both proposes an all-encompassing philosophical system and shows 
how contradiction is inseparable from thinking. Adorno adopts the latter 
idea, but questions the idea that these two sides of Hegel are fully 
compatible. In seeking to construct a philosophical system, modern 


philosophy is faced with the problem of how to establish a foundation for it. 
The traditional response to this is theological: the founding principle upon 
which everything rests is God, so the aim is to explicate the intelligibility of 
nature imbued in it by the creator. In Spinoza’s pantheism, which heavily 
influenced German Idealism, God actually is Nature, qua the totality of the 
universe. Spinoza talks of ‘God or Nature’, and maintains that there is no 
split between mind and nature: ‘the mind understands itself the better, the 
more it understands of Nature’. Hegel develops a version of this idea in the 
Phenomenology of Spirit (1807): rather than being the eternal, unchanging 
principle of which everything that exists is a manifestation, the substance of 
the universe is active and develops to higher stages, as the ‘becoming of 
itself’. It does so for Hegel precisely because it involves contradiction: it 
opposes itself to itself by moving from opaque unity to being the developed 
multiplicity of an intelligible world. 


In Hegel’s terms, if we think of the notion of the universe, in the sense of 
‘everything there is’, as ‘being’, we have thought ‘nothing’, because there is 
no content to the notion: saying ‘everything is’ is hardly very informative. 
The contradiction that emerges from the idea of ‘being’ forces us to try and 
give content to the idea by specifying what things are. The system which is 
to explicate the nature of things is a dynamic system of ‘negations’: things 
gain their identity by being opposed to other things—red is not blue, etc.— 
and the very notion of colour changes, as it becomes what it previously was 
not, when science and art reveal more about it. In Hegel’s terms the 
‘essence’ of something is not, therefore, its timeless true nature, but rather 
its dynamic development, which he exemplifies by the development of a 
seed into a plant. The truth of philosophy is a progressing illumination of 
things by overcoming what is lacking in each particular manifestation of 
thought, and the final truth is the systematically articulated whole of the 
development. Each part of this is temporal and dependent on other parts; the 
whole, though, transcends time and does not depend on anything else. In 
sum, as Hegel says: ‘the whole is the true’. 


When Adorno says that ‘the whole is the untrue’, he is, then, directly 
opposed to Hegel, but they still concur in certain respects. Both think that 
things can only be understood by their links to the whole in which they are 
located, which involves development through contradiction. The question 


that separates them, therefore, is how one conceives of the ‘whole’. Hegel’s 
core idea is that what he calls ‘immediacy’, where something is not related 
to anything else—like the notion of ‘being’—cannot be the basis of 
thought, and Adorno also uses versions of this idea in many contexts. Hegel 
also opposes the idea of a philosophy based on an initial, immediate 
foundation, such as Descartes’s foundation of certainty in the ‘T think, I 
am’. Instead of being fully given at the outset, the I is what develops as the 
subject matures via its interactions with the world. Adorno concurs that 
‘first philosophy’, like that of Descartes or Husserl, cannot be defended: 
‘there is no such last thing, nothing absolutely given and purified of all 
mediations, be it Husserlian pure consciousness or empiricist pure sensuous 
datum’. Both he and Hegel refuse, then, to see consciousness and the world 
as separate, because each ‘mediates’ the other, changing what the other 
actually is. 


Where Adorno and Hegel radically differ is in the way they interpret the 
relationship between universal and particular. Hegel sees universal ways of 
grasping the world that develop through mediation as culminating in 
philosophy systematically explaining the nature of mind/spirit [Geist] as, in 
some still disputed sense, the world making itself intelligible. The 
overarching whole is constituted by the ‘subject’ side, which leads Hegel to 
use terms like ‘world-spirit’ to characterize the collective result of mind’s 
historical development. Institutions and structures, such as legal systems, 
become effective despite the often conflicting and confused intentions of 
the individuals who constitute them: Hegel refers to this as the ‘cunning of 
reason’. Philosophy’s job is to reveal the rationality in the confusions of the 
everyday world, so that we come to understand ourselves better, and are 
willing to accept the necessity of restrictions imposed by forms like the law. 


Adorno thinks Hegel underestimates the dangers in how these societal 
structures determine those located within them. Far from always being 
rational manifestations of ‘Geist’, the structures can be the result of 
objective pressures that subjugate people, such as those produced by the 
capitalist market of commodity exchange. In this ‘individuals are relegated 
to being mere organs for the implementation of the universal’ (GS 6 p. 
336). As he bluntly puts it: ‘the impotence of spirit [Geist] in relation to 
reality was demonstrated in a probably unparalleled manner’ by the events 


of the Hitler era. Consequently: “The reasonableness of history can only 
prove itself in terms of for whom history really is reasonable’. In a society 
riven by class and racial oppression, the philosophical command Hegel 
seeks as part of a story of progressing rationality, becomes, for Adorno, an 
ideology of the status quo. 


‘Nature-history’ 


Marx and other ‘Young Hegelians’ had already made objections like this to 
Hegel, but Adorno does so in the wake of the Holocaust, which puts 
philosophical attempts to see rationality in history even more drastically in 
question. For Adorno the law is ‘the primal phenomenon of irrational 
rationality. In it the formal principle of equivalence becomes the norm, the 
hiding place of the inequality of the equal, in which differences are 
obliterated’ (GS 6 pp. 303-4). He is not against the principle of equality 
before the law, but the historical reality is that the law often leads to 
injustice: ‘legal norms cut off what is not covered by them, every 
experience of the specific, for the sake of seamless classification’ (GS 6 p. 
304). Poet, journalist, and novelist, Anatole France’s (1844-1924) comment 
that ‘In its majestic equality, the law forbids rich and poor alike to sleep 
under bridges, beg in the streets and steal loaves of bread’ suggests the 
problem. As does the fact that the establishment of the American 
Constitution, claiming ‘All men are created equal’, was in part the work of 
slave-owners. Hegel maintains that the development of the universality of 
law is what enables us to have rights and recourse to justice at all, by 
reconciling conflicting interests and demands. Adorno sees such universal 
forms as being capable of producing the opposite of what was intended, as 
the bureaucratic and legal sides of Nazism showed. He cites Hegel: ‘As the 
state, the fatherland constitutes a commonality of existence, as the 
subjective will of people subordinates itself to the law, the opposition 
between freedom and necessity disappears’ (in GS 6 p. 344). In the light of 
history after Hegel, where modern states can degenerate into agents of mass 
oppression, Adorno regards this attempt to overcome the split between 
freedom and necessity as fundamentally misguided, though he tends, as his 
pupil Jiirgen Habermas suggests, to underestimate how the law can 
sometimes also function as a crucial bastion against oppression. 


Once again, then, as he did in relation to Kant, Adorno points to how the 
forms of identification and classification generated by the modern subject to 
control nature can become objective forces which damage subjects. The 
dual sense of ‘subject’ here is central to Adorno’s dialectical approach: 
“subject can refer to the single individual as well as to universal 
determinations, in the language of Kant’s Prolegomena, to “consciousness 
in general”. The equivocation cannot simply be removed by terminological 
clarification. For both meanings reciprocally require each other; the one is 
hardly to be understood without the other’ (GS 10.2 p. 741). The subject is 
in one sense that which seeks to overcome nature, as the object which 
threatens it, but ‘Human history, the history of progressing command of 
nature, carries on the consciousness-less history of nature, eat and be eaten’ 
(GS 6 pp. 348-9). The consequence of the command sought by the 
collective human subject is that individual, embodied, vulnerable subjects 
can be at the mercy of the collective product of their own actions. Adorno 
here follows Marx, citing this passage from Marx’s Grundrisse (1857-61) 
on the ‘nature-history’ of humankind: 


Just as much as the whole of this movement appears as a social process, and just as much as 
the individual moments of this movement begin with the conscious will and particular aims of 
individuals, just as much does the totality of the process appear as an objective context, which 
arises naturally; it admittedly results from the interaction of conscious individuals, but is 
neither located in their consciousness, nor is subsumed as a whole under them. (cit. GS 6 p. 
349) 


Hegel, Marx, and Adorno, then, all see subject and object as always already 
affecting each other in such a way that the very terms ‘subjective’ and 
‘objective’ do not have fixed meanings, and have to be understood through 
their historical contexts: ‘Objectivity is only recognisable by reflecting at 
every historical stage and every stage of cognition on that which presents 
itself in each case as subject and as object, and on their mediations’ (GS 
10.2 p. 752). ‘Subjective’ consciousness is therefore not something internal 
to the individual, because its content is substantially determined by 
objective social and economic influences. 


This leads Adorno to a further way of interpreting Kant’s notion of the 
‘transcendental subject’, the condition of possibility of objectivity, in terms 
of political economy: ‘In the doctrine of the transcendental subject the 


precedence is manifest of the abstract rational relations that have been 
separated from individual people and their relationships, that have their 
model in exchange’ (GS 10.2 p. 745). In answer to the question of how to 
think of the split between the transcendental subject and the particular 
empirical, embodied subject, Adorno therefore suggests: ‘The living single 
person, as they are forced to act ... is, as embodied homo oeconomicus, 
more the transcendental subject than the living single person as which they 
must immediately take themselves’ (GS 10.2 p. 745). Whereas Hegel sees 
the totality of social relations as generating rational insight, Adorno sees it 
in terms of social and economic forms produced by the subject which can 
become objective hindrances to individual human flourishing. He therefore 
argues that the relationship between ‘history’, as the location of human 
action, and ‘nature’, as the unchanging context of that action, has to be 
rethought. We will look at some consequences of this in the next chapter. 


The dialectic of culture 


Adorno rejects the assumption, as he does in relation to other terms, that 
‘nature’ and ‘history’ have to be given definitions: 


You know that I am not at all fond of definitions. Perhaps I could add that the concept of 
definition has been most emphatically criticised in great philosophy, one after the other by 
Kant, by Hegel, finally also by Nietzsche, but that this criticism has been afflicted with the 
curse of impotence. 


The content of terms emerges rather from seeking to understand their 
interaction: this may well involve attempts at definition, but the definitions 
will be provisional. As such, in modern history, the situation arises where 
‘historical conditions ... present themselves as natural conditions’ (GS 6 p. 
352), but, at the same time, what seem to be natural conditions are actually 
historical, because how we understand nature depends on human history. 
This apparent paradox is central to Adorno’s thinking, but evidently needs 
some explanation. As we saw, ‘second nature’—human society—threatens 
humankind just as ‘first nature’ does, and also, in turn, changes how ‘first 
nature’ is understood. This reversal is part of Adorno’s wider questioning of 
metaphysics, which is summed up by his contention: ‘That the unchanging 
is truth, and the mobile, transient mere appearance, the indifference of 
temporal and eternal ideas to each other, can no longer be asserted’ (GS 6 p. 
354). The modern world involves what Max Weber terms ‘disenchantment’, 
which ensues from the successes of modern science: ‘one can, in principle, 
master all things by calculation. This means that the world is disenchanted’ 


(‘Science as Vocation’). Instead of the essentially theological idea that 
meaning is objectively imbued in things, meaning now becomes something 
which is continually in question, and gains a fundamentally historical 
aspect. The new insights of physics also give rise to existential questions 
which do not have scientific answers. If the objective truth about the 
physical universe arrived at by calculation is that it will, according to the 
law of entropy, ‘die’ in the ‘heat death of the universe’, does anything in 
life actually matter at all, because it all comes to an end anyway? At the 
same time, the finitude and transience of the physical universe in the form 
we know it need not lead to meaninglessness. The opposite can be the case: 
if the only place there is meaning is in our finite existence, finite things can 
matter more, rather than less, because there is nowhere else for things to 
matter. The question is now how they matter, and that is a central concern 
for Adorno. 


While acknowledging the importance of transitory meanings, Adorno 
contends that the fact that Auschwitz was possible means any attempt to 
give universal meaning to human existence has to confront humankind’s 
capacity for the complete destruction of meaning: ‘That it could happen in 
the midst of all the tradition of philosophy, of art and enlightening sciences 
says more than only that Geist (“mind/spirit”) was unable to take hold of 
people and change them’ (GS 6 p. 359). What makes Auschwitz possible is 
therefore inherent in that tradition itself. This is the core of Adorno’s critical 
conception of modernity, and it involves a further contradiction. In ‘On the 
Concept of History’, written in 1940 (not long before his suicide in France 
when he thought his attempt to escape the Nazis had failed), Walter 
Benjamin had said of cultural treasures: 


They owe their existence not only to the efforts of the great minds and talents who have 
created them, but also to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is no document of 
civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism. And just as such a 
document is not free of barbarism, barbarism taints also the manner in which it was 
transmitted from one owner to another. 


It is not that culture therefore has no value: Adorno also characteristically 
insists that “whoever refuses culture directly promotes the barbarism as 
which culture has revealed itself’ (GS 6 p. 360). At the same time culture’s 
complicity in the history in which it is located cannot be ignored. The 


dialectic here illustrates why Adorno proposes what he calls ‘negative 
dialectics’. Culture also becomes its opposite (barbarism), but this does not 
mean that philosophy, as part of that culture, gains higher insight: rather 
‘thought, in order to be true, would have, today at least, also to think against 
itself’ (GS 6 p. 358). In this situation there is no guarantee that thought will 
not continue to promote barbarism: thinking demands continual critical 
‘self-reflection’, with no certainty that it is not contributing to delusion. 


The consequence is that the apparently best justified ways of thinking may 
turn out to be unsustainable. In negative dialectics, unlike in Hegel’s 
dialectic, what results from a contradiction need not generate greater 
insight. It is, therefore, not enough for philosophers to assume they are 
seeking the truth: they should also reflect on how what they are doing 
affects the contexts in which they do this: ‘There is no construct in the 
world, not the highest constructs of philosophy, not the highest of art, which 
could not, by holding onto them in an isolated manner, be misused to keep 
people away from other things, to deceive people about other matters’. The 
focus of much modern philosophy is on the sciences and on the justification 
of scientific knowledge, but this has arguably led philosophy to underplay 
interpretation of the effects of the sciences in real-world circumstances. 
Locating the natural sciences’ search for an objective account of nature in 
wider contexts leads Adorno to his interrogation of the relationship between 
‘nature’ and ‘history’. 


Nature 


‘Nature’ in one sense is just ‘everything’, from the material of the universe 
to the ways it becomes organized, including whatever consciousness is seen 
to be, on the assumption that without its natural conditions of possibility 
there would be no consciousness. But the idea of ‘nature’ needs an ‘other’ 
to contrast with, if it is to have any determinate content. The metaphysical 
idea that ‘the unchanging is truth’ can apply to some conceptions of 
‘nature’, of the kind which underpin the modern natural sciences. These 
investigate nature as a system of unchanging laws, as opposed to the 
changing world of history. Kant speaks in this respect of the ‘formal’ sense 
of nature as a ‘totality of rules’, and as ‘the lawfulness of appearances in 
space and time’. This raises the question of how we, as parts of physical 


nature, can be free and not just determined by that nature, and this makes us 
the ‘other’ to nature in some sense. 


Kant argued that natural necessity actually depends on the ways we think: 
the ‘highest legislation of nature must lie in ourselves’. If human existence 
plays out in history, this already suggests that a strict division between 
nature as the realm of unchanging laws, and history as the realm of human 
action, can be questioned. The sense of ‘nature’ thus becomes something 
contested. This is not just a theoretical issue, because assumptions about the 
division between nature and culture—for example in relation to judgements 
on how responsible people are for their actions, or questions of sex and 
gender—have major consequences in many areas of human life, from the 
law, to psychology, to education. 


One of Adorno’s pupils, philosopher Albrecht Wellmer, suggests that a very 
different sense of nature is also involved in Adorno: “The nature which we, 
as acting and deliberating creatures, are aware of as our own nature—the 
nature Adorno speaks of—is not the nature of scientifically objectified 
brain processes, but the living nature of our body with its neediness, its 
impulses, its potentials and its vulnerability’. These are not fully under our 
control, because they also depend on our biology, and culture both inhibits 
and enables expressions of our impulses. This nature is inevitably changed 
by the contexts which people inhabit, and so is also historical. The approach 
here is at odds with the kind of ‘naturalist’ theory which seeks to explain 
human action in terms of law-bound internal mechanisms, of the kind used 
to explain non-human nature. Even the status of non-human nature is, 
though, not something unchanging: it moves historically, for example, from 
being God’s creation to being the contested modern concept we are 
considering here. The emergence of landscape painting in the West from the 
Renaissance onwards, where the human figure ceases to be the main focus, 
suggests another dimension of nature’s history. In a more troubling sense, 
intrusions into domains previously untouched by humankind, which, for 
example, can unleash new viruses like HIV or Covid-19, also point to a 
historical dimension of ‘nature’. 


Adorno maintains that the ‘question of nature as something absolutely 
primary, as absolutely immediate in relation to its mediations’, is 
‘deceptive’ (GS 6 p. 353). He cites Marx and Engels (Figure 3): ‘history 
can be considered from two sides, be divided into the history of nature and 
the history of humankind. But the two sides cannot be separated; as long as 
people exist the history of nature and the history of people condition each 
other’ (cited in GS 6 p. 351). This leads to another dialectical reversal, 
which sees ‘everything historical as nature, precisely because it still remains 
... under the spell of the blind context of the nature which it pushes away 
from itself’. The ‘spell of the blind context of nature’ exerts itself in the 
ways that social humankind opposes the threats of external nature, but 
thereby produces equivalent threats in society. 


3. Marx and Engels. 


Adorno illustrates seeing the ‘historical as nature’ by the example of 
nationalism, itself a historical phenomenon that develops at the end of the 
18th century, but one which relies on supposedly natural factors, like 
ethnicity: ‘Precisely because the nation is not nature, it must continually 
announce to itself that it really is something like proximity to nature, 
immediacy, community of the people’. The effects of this particular version 
of seeing history as nature remain, despite the experience of the Holocaust, 
one of the major determining factors in world politics, and Adorno regarded 
it as a major task to reveal the deception it involves. 


Second nature 


For Adorno things which are taken as ‘given’ have historical and social 
aspects, and so could always have developed in other ways. The way things 
are at a particular time is neither predetermined nor a product of necessity: 
“What we encounter as nature is in truth second nature and not first, and ... 
we, in order to give abused and oppressed nature its due, must not allow 
ourselves to be blinded precisely by that appearance of the natural’. There 
is, as such, no access to what is ‘essentially natural’ or ‘essentially 
historical’, because seeking to establish a firm boundary between the two 
leads to ideological distortions. What the terms mean changes with history, 
and we cannot wholly transcend our own historical nature and gain a 
neutral ‘view from nowhere’. We can, though, become aware of what we 
have previously abused and repressed because we only saw it as ‘just the 
way things are’: the ongoing battle against racism illustrates what is at issue 
here. 


Thought itself is often seen as what separates us from nature, but once again 
this is not as simple as it might seem. Basing itself on an objectifying 
assumption about what nature essentially is, of the kind Adorno rejects, 
reductionist neuroscience tries to show that thought should be incorporated 
into nature seen as a system of laws, which leads to ideas like the brain as a 
computer and questions about ‘artificial intelligence’. From Adorno’s 
perspective, in contrast, thought functions as objective nature when it 
becomes what can increase rather than alleviate human distress or blocks 
possibilities of social improvement. Some (but by no means all) versions of 
neuroscience have the potential to do this, precisely by trying to reduce 


what Wellmer terms our ‘living nature’ to being a technocratically 
manipulable, objective process. Adorno’s view of the thought/nature issue 
is illustrated when he discusses computers: ‘They show to people the 
vacuity of formalised thinking that has been divested of its content, insofar 
as they are better able to carry out what the method of subjective reason i.e. 
the method of the natural sciences is proud of than are thinking subjects’ 
(GS 10.2 p. 600). It is not, therefore, that computers have no value, but 


Philosophical thinking only begins as soon as it is not satisfied with knowledge that is 
expected and in which nothing more shows itself than one already put into it. The humane 
sense of computers would be to relieve the thought of living people to such an extent that it 
would gain the freedom for knowledge that was not already implicitly present. (GS 10.2 p. 
600) 


Economist John Maynard Keynes had predicted in the 1930s that 
technology would replace most forms of work. The fact is that it hasn’t, and 
very many people end up doing what anthropologist David Graeber has 
called ‘bullshit jobs’, in which ‘technology has been marshalled, if 
anything, to figure out ways to make us all work more’. This suggests, in 
another example of a dialectic of Enlightenment, how the knowledge 
Adorno is concermed with, which would make society more fit for human 
beings, has too often failed to materialize, even as technological command 
has massively expanded. 


So how should ‘nature’ be thought about? In lectures on Problems of Moral 
Philosophy Adorno makes a further dialectical claim: ‘We are really no 
longer ourselves a piece of nature at the moment when we notice, when we 
recognize, that we are a piece of nature.’ Instead of raising ourselves to the 
status of ‘lord and owner’ of nature, which objectifies it as ‘the other’, the 
realization that we are part of nature opens up the possibility of 
understanding how we might inhabit nature in ways that do less damage to 
it. Adorno refers to this as ‘remembrance of nature in the subject’ (GS 3 p. 
58), and such understanding can also reduce the damage we do to ourselves. 
As with Adorno’s conception of the subject, this leads to a dialectical 
contradiction. ‘Nature’ can be that which—following the German word for 
‘object’, ‘Gegenstand’—‘stands against’ the subject and has in some 
measure to be resisted: this can include society when it becomes oppressive 
‘second nature’. ‘Nature’ can, however, also be what is oppressed by 


instrumental reason, to which philosophy, and art, should give a voice, thus 
seeing nature as ‘subject’, because it can suffer oppression. These senses of 
nature are clearly opposed to each other. There is, for Adorno, though, no 
way of definitively resolving such contradictions. The aim is to use them to 
sustain awareness of how our relationships to the world produce blindness 
to what they exclude—which is why thought needs to ‘think against itself’. 
What is at issue here is apparent, for example, in the changed sense that 
‘nature’ has taken on since the climate crisis and the threat of civilizational 
collapse have become ever more pressing concerns. 


Mimesis 


In order to explain the kinds of relationship to the world at issue here, 
Adorno introduces the idea of what he terms ‘mimesis’. Following 
Aristotle, mimesis is often used to refer to conceptions of art that see it as 
‘representation’ of reality (e.g. in a painting or a play), but it can also refer 
to forms of animal and human mimicry, and this is the aspect that initially 
concerns Adorno. He wants to characterize non-objectifying relationships to 
the world which are prior to conceptual thought: ‘premundane mimesis, 
reflex-based imitation, the however vain stirring from which once emerged 
what is different from what is given: mind [Geist] itself’ (GS 16 p. 227). 
Two examples he gives from the arts can help illustrate what he means. In a 
discussion of march elements in the music of Gustav Mahler, he suggests 
that marches ‘always also dictate something to the people marching by 
mimetically pre-empting their step’ (GS 13 p. 274). This happens at a level 
where people marching don’t think about what they are doing, thus in a 
‘pre-reflexive’ manner. The concert hall designed by architect Hans 
Scharoun for the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra suggests how mimesis is 
not necessarily based on identity or similarity with things in the world, in 
the manner of a picture: ‘in order to produce spatially ideal conditions for 
orchestral music’ the hall ‘becomes similar to music without borrowing 
from it’ (GS 7 p. 73). The origins of mimesis are described thus: ‘Magic, 
like science, pursues objectives, but it does so by mimesis, not in 
progressing distance from the object’ (GS 3 p. 28). In science this distance 
results from applying universal concepts to differing particulars. 


Mimesis involves a specific response to a specific object that does not seek 
to make it the same as other objects. Adorno infers a central point about 
language from this: ‘But language, by virtue of its signifying element, the 
antithesis of the mimetic-expressive element, is chained to the form of 
judgement and proposition, and thence to the synthetic function of the 
concept’ (GS 11 p. 471). This has significant consequences for his view of 
aesthetics: music precisely avoids the ‘form of the judgement’—Adomo 
refers to ‘judgementless synthesis’ as crucial to art—and poetry has to find 
ways of dealing with the contradiction between the ways in which words 
signify by applying a universal to particulars, and the drive to express 
something that is not just the reduction of it to general terms (see Chapter 
6). Mimesis is, then, an ‘attitude to reality this side of the fixed opposition 
of subject and object’, and without it ‘the split of subject and object would 
be absolute and cognition impossible’ (GS 7 p. 169). He talks of the 
‘mimetic moment of knowledge’ as ‘the elective affinity of knower and 
known’ (GS 6 p. 55). One can see this in children’s immediate sympathetic 
engagement with other living beings and things in the world, which does 
not rely on identification, and makes the development of cognitive 
engagement possible: ‘If this moment were completely eradicated, the 
possibility of subject knowing object would be absolutely 
incomprehensible’ (GS 6 p. 55), because there would be nothing initially 
motivating and directing it. The mimetic can blend with rationality, and 
this, Adorno contends, becomes apparent in ‘Differenziertheit’, 
‘differentiatedness/complexity’, thus in the ability to respond to unexpected 
detail that is missed or repressed by established ways of thinking. The 
mimetic belongs in one sense, therefore, on the side of ‘nature’, because it 
is not something learned via social rules. The mimetic is also vital to 
particular responses to things that are not to be reduced to the universal, 
which means it is also essential to ‘history’. 


The contemporary importance of these rather complex ideas lies in the way 
they offer a counter to the tendency to regard the natural sciences as the 
ultimate arbiter in our self-understanding. Wellmer makes the implication of 
Adorno’s ideas clear, when he says: 


It seems that we cannot reconstruct the history of nature, part of which is the emergence of 
human forms of life and of the spheres of subjective and objective spirit, in terms of a 


nomological [=based on laws] physical theory, precisely because to describe what is 
essentially new in the process of evolution we need categories beyond those of physics and not 
reducible to them. 


The ‘new’ is normally associated with history, in opposition to nature as the 
ever-same, but the point Adorno and Wellmer make is that we need to be 
alert to how history and nature are dialectically related, and this precludes 
nature being ‘the history-less, Platonically ontological’ (GS 1 p. 349). 
Nothing that Adorno proposes here is intended to put in question the results 
of methodologically sound research in the physical sciences. However, 
philosophy needs to take account of the meaning and effects of the sciences 
in concrete human circumstances, which cannot be grasped in those 
sciences’ own terms, and yet are part of the history of the nature which the 
sciences investigate. History in Hegel is the realm of self-determination, of 
‘freedom’ in the sense derived from Kant, who saw it as the rational 
adherence to norms governing one’s actions. In Adorno’s view this 
conception fails to account for why history so often functions as ‘nature’, 
precisely by undermining self-determination. In consequence, he asks how 
‘freedom’ can better be understood, and this will be the focus of the next 
chapter. 


Freedom as an empirical issue 


Modern philosophical thinking about freedom often involves asking 
whether freedom exists at all. If everything that can be observed in the 
physical world functions in terms of deterministic laws, as modern science 
largely assumes it does, why should the physical object ‘human being’ be 
any different? What we regard as our freedom, which is the basis of our 
decisions on our actions, is in these terms located in the same chains of 
causality as everything else that happens, even though it may not seem that 
way to us. In the everyday world, in contrast, freedom is associated with the 
ability to do what one wants, unhindered by other individuals or by the 
state. That such freedom has to involve limits is generally accepted, but the 
nature of those limits is often ferociously contested. In philosophical 
accounts of these issues, a contrast is sometimes made between ‘negative 
freedom’, the absence of limits and constraints from outside oneself, and 
‘positive freedom’, the capacity to act and exercise one’s free will in a 
rational manner. The latter, of course, depends on being in a society which 
does not constrain my capacity to decide for myself. In a related vein, a 
distinction is made between questions of ‘political freedom’, which involve 
the constraints a society may legitimately impose on its members, and the 
metaphysical question we opened with, of ‘freedom of the will’, and 
whether it really exists. Adorno’s responses to the issue of freedom are 
interesting not least because they question whether the directions just 
outlined really grasp the significance of ‘freedom’ in the modern world. His 
focus on the Holocaust can suggest why this might be the case. Are we to 


understand the way in which the perpetrators enacted unimaginable cruelty 
on such a scale in terms of people exercising their free will? 


For Adorno freedom ‘is a category which is historical through and through 
... one cannot, for example, formulate and stipulate a concept of freedom 
once and for all, in the way philosophy has almost always done it’. What is 
often seen as a metaphysical issue is, then, actually something empirical, 
that we all experience at various times: “The contradiction between freedom 
and determinism is ... one of the self-experience of subjects, sometimes 
free, sometimes unfree’ (GS 6 p. 294). This might seem just to be referring 
to ‘political freedom’, but this is not the case, though he thinks the aim of 
such freedom is vital. Adorno does not focus on the metaphysical question 
of free will, precisely because it can exclude consideration of the fact that 
freedom and history are inseparable. There are good philosophical reasons 
for his approach. The very notion of a society that is more than just an 
aggregate of human beings requires the notion of freedom: ‘Without any 
conception of freedom organised society could hardly be theoretically 
justified’ (GS 6 p. 217). If one denies the existence of freedom, the 
following problem arises: ‘In the situation of a complete determinism with 
no gaps, criteria of good and evil would be just completely meaningless, 
you couldn’t even ask about them’. In seeking to reduce freedom to 
something else you have to invoke something that gives content to the term 
—how do we have any comprehension of what it is that doesn’t exist? 
Telling protesters against a repressive government that what they seek 
doesn’t really exist, because everything is determined, makes no sense. 
Even in the case of political freedom the question remains as to why such 
freedom matters at all, and this, as Adorno says, is a result of people’s 
experience of freedom and unfreedom. 


The idea that what appears to us to be freedom can really be explained by 
the correct physicalist account of the functioning of nature simply omits 
what is at issue, namely the roles freedom plays in human experience and 
action. Freedom is, then, dialectically constituted: 


Freedom becomes concrete in the changing forms of repression: in the resistance to these. 
There is as much freedom of the will as people wished to liberate themselves. Freedom itself 


is so tied up with unfreedom that it is not only inhibited by it, but has it as a condition of its 
own concept. (GS 6 p. 262) 


The changing forms of this relationship can only be understood by looking 
at history, not by advancing a metaphysical argument for freedom of the 
will. Such an argument would be merely abstract, because it cannot 
encompass differing historical experiences of repression, and the specific 
forms taken by resistance to the repression. 


Freedom and human practice 


Freedom is, of course, also a precarious notion, because thinking or feeling 
that you are free can involve the danger of self-deception. This raises the 
question of how it is possible to know if you really are ‘free’. For Adorno, 
taking account of the possibility of self-deception is vital to thinking about 
how ideology affects modern politics. Kant sees human behaviour as linked 
to our natural impulses, and so as largely determined by something other 
than freedom: we don’t choose to have impulses or which impulses we 
have. Thinking you are free, because you are doing what you want, can 
therefore, as Rousseau argued, actually mean you are slave to your 
passions. Kant goes so far as to argue that we can never know if what we do 
is autonomous, because even doing good can be based on our action making 
us feel better, so is not done solely in terms of obeying a moral imperative. 
In order to bolster his notion of freedom he talks of a ‘causality through 
freedom’ that is required to set a new causal chain in motion, and which 
does not depend on a prior causal chain, of the kind that underlies our 
natural impulses and the laws of non-human nature. 


Adorno, however, argues that we would only be free in Kant’s sense if we 
did not fulfil our causally based ‘natural’ inclinations, and that Kant 
therefore requires the complete absence of ‘nature’ in our moral actions: 


If one just insisted on saying: there is admittedly something like freedom in the absolute, but 
as soon as I move into the limited realm of experience ... there is only causality and you can’t 
find any freedom, then nothing at all would be done for practice itself with this announcement 
of this principle of freedom. For practice is always the practice of empirical human beings 
which relates to empirically given circumstances. 


As such: ‘this double difficulty, that something like the sphere of the human 
can exist neither in absolute lawfulness nor in absolute freedom is really the 
most profound reason for Kant being forced into the paradoxical 
construction of a causality through freedom’. Reducing ‘nature’ to the 
realm of what is subject to necessary laws is, as we have seen, precisely 
what Adorno seeks to question. At the same time, ‘freedom can only 
become real by going through the compulsion of civilisation, not as a retour 
a la nature’ (GS 6 p. 151). 


Adorno reads Kant’s account of freedom in the manner we have seen him 
read other aspects of Kant, namely as a symptom of a real contradiction in 
modern life. Causal explanation functions in this perspective primarily as a 
means to control nature, including our own nature, in the form of 
technological ‘instrumental reason’. How is this to be reconciled with the 
Enlightenment idea that freedom is the basis of meaningful human life? 
Kant’s idea of freedom as self-determination by adherence to social duty 
can appear as a form of repression, in the psychoanalytical sense. Freedom 
is here another means of controlling nature—our nature—and arguably can 
make us less free: ‘However, what happens in the most recent times is the 
externalisation of the superego into unconditional conformism, not its 
incorporation in a more rational whole’ (GS 6 p. 271). A life spent denying 
the satisfactions of sensuous existence by wholesale subordination of 
oneself to duty is at odds with the experience of freedom as the overcoming 
of neurosis-inducing inhibitions which can be a source of cruelty to others. 
The ‘truth content of neuroses is that they demonstrate to the I in itself, by 
what is alien to the I, by the feeling of “That isn’t me at all”, its unfreedom; 
there, where its command over inner nature fails’ (GS 6 p. 222). Neuroses 
are ‘Pillars of society; they thwart people’s better potential, and with it the 
objectively better things that people could bring about’ (GS 6 p. 293). 


Kantian morality therefore leads to the following contradiction: 


In a certain sense the two contradictory moments of Kantian moral philosophy, namely the 
idea of freedom and the idea of, one has to say, suppression, above all of the suppression of 
any natural impulse—the suppression of inclination, the suppression of sympathy—both really 
only come about for the sake of freedom. 


The pursuit of happiness is vital, for Adorno, to how we conceive of human 
freedom, and it seems ‘incompatible with reason as a universal principle’ in 
Kant. As such, the very point of reason itself becomes open to doubt, 
because Kant fails to answer the question ‘whether the absolute realisation 
of reason would not mean something like the fulfilment of precisely 
everything that is suppressed by him’ because it is part of the determined 
world of nature. This points to what Adorno sees as the Enlightenment’s 
‘confusion of freedom with the business of self-preservation’ (GS 3 p. 58), 
in the name of which socially repressive norms develop. In the same way as 
he questions the rigid opposition of history and nature, he questions Kant’s 
separation of the causally determined world of appearance and the 
‘intelligible’ realm of freedom in which action is not subject to natural 
causality. The echoes of theological debates about the cause of the universe 
are informative here: if everything in the world has a cause, what caused the 
universe, and what stops a regress of causes of causes of the universe? The 
answer was often seen as God as the ‘first cause’, and this is echoed in the 
absolute, non-empirical status of Kant’s notion of the subject’s ‘causality 
through freedom’, as opposed to the relative status of all causes in the 
empirical world. So what is Adorno’s alternative? 


The history of freedom 


Adorno questions the idea that the subject’s either having or not having a 
capacity for ‘absolute beginnings’ is the key to freedom. Why should 
freedom be reducible to having a kind of on—off switch for doing x or not 
doing x that is not part of a causal chain, and has nothing to do with specific 
empirical circumstances? Kant’s attempt to separate the empirical 
individual from the transcendental subject comes up against a problem in 
any case of a decision: 


the empirical subject that makes those decisions—and only an empirical subject can make 

them, the transcendental pure I think would not be capable of having impulses—is itself a 

moment of the spatio-temporal ‘external’ world and has no ontological priority to it; this is 
why the attempt to locate the question of freedom in it fails. (GS 6 p. 213) 


Adorno often refers when considering such questions to the ‘primacy of the 
objective’ with respect to understanding the life of human subjects: 


For it is on the sphere of the objective, on the organisation of the world and the state of the 
world that the extent to which the subject attains autonomy depends. ... Detached from the 
state of the world, autonomy is fictitious—or such a thin and abstract principle that nothing at 
all more can be said with it about the real and actual behaviour of people. 


Sartre’s insistence that even someone in a situation with no freedom to act 
at all remains somehow ‘free’, because they have a choice over how they 
relate to their situation, makes little sense to Adorno: ‘Marcuse called out 
the nonsense of the philosopheme, that one could even inwardly accept or 
reject torture’ (GS 11 p. 413). The increased focus on freedom of the will 
arises at a specific moment in the development of modern bourgeois 
society, namely when the idea of universal determinism becomes central to 
the sciences, and the idea of the individual’s will as self-determining is 
valorized in a way which is not present in the ancient world and in 
feudalism. While concern with freedom is present in many aspects of the 
history of Western philosophy, the ‘concept of the will itself ... as concept 
of the alternative: freedom or unfreedom of the will, only belongs to a 
relatively late phase of philosophical reflection’. As he says of Kant: ‘it 
never occurred to him whether freedom itself, which is an eternal idea to 
him, could be historical, not just as a concept but in terms of its content of 
experience. Whole epochs, whole societies did not only lack the concept but 
the thing as well’ (GS 6 p. 218). The modern idea of freedom cannot be 
thought of in separation from its political and historical contexts: the 
‘objective’ social realm therefore is part of what is often seen as essentially 
interior to the subject. 


Philosophy’s relationship to freedom can itself fall prey to a further 
dialectic: “The more the theory urges freedom, the more the theory insists 
that human beings are free in themselves, that their will is absolutely free, 
that they are absolutely responsible for themselves, the more the theory 
lends itself to repression’. In structurally unequal economic circumstances, 
freedom is often invoked to justify inequality, on the grounds that everyone 
can supposedly work their way out of poverty. Such concrete instantiations 
of the issue are a further reason why Adorno is concerned at how the law 
can create injustice by the ‘formal principle of equivalence’. Moreover, 
couching the issue of freedom in terms of a metaphysical absolute leaves 
one with no way of understanding the role freedom plays in the history 
which leads to the Holocaust: why does supposed human autonomy lead to 


repression and blind obedience? Despite his objections to how Hegel sees 
the law, Adorno concurs with his understanding of freedom as inseparable 
from human institutions. Hegel shows how ‘freedom, which appears to us 
as if it were just a quality of subjectivity, as if its possibility could only be 
decided and judged in the subjective realm’, actually depends ‘on the 
objective, on the extent to which we are capable at all, via what we do as 
subjectively formally free beings, of influencing overwhelmingly structured 
institutional reality’. 


In Adorno’s sometimes hyperbolic view of the ‘totality’ of modern society, 
in the wake of the Holocaust, individual freedom has largely become a 
delusion that was destroyed by the structures which dominate the modem 
world. As he says in The Authoritarian Personality: ‘The more our society 
tends to become “integral,” i.e., a thoroughly organized totality, the more 
the pressure increases that it exercises upon the comparatively impotent 
individual’. This process has been part of the development of modern 
capitalism at least since the 19th century: the crucial aspect of the process is 
that the actions of individuals bring about a system in which what those 
individuals intend has little bearing on what actually results from the 
system. What Adorno often refers to as the ‘context of delusion’—the 
world constituted through the system of commodity exchange—is a further 
example of why he thinks conceptions of subjective and objective have to 
be rethought. 


The autonomy of the individual is, then, so tied up with a system that what 
can appear to the individual as the exercise of freedom can actually be the 
product of determining factors of which they are not aware. Certain 21st- 
century concerns can illustrate the point. The projection onto others of poor 
white people’s real suffering and frustration often takes the form of a racism 
that makes them unable to realize that they are part of an economic and 
political system which has systematically impoverished them for decades. 
Focusing on the metaphysical question of whether such people have free 
will, when they have little or no space for self-determination, further 
underlines how freedom cannot be reduced to being something that resides 
solely in the subject. The modern concern with freedom itself derives from 
changes in the economic and social constitution of the objective social 
world, like the rise of bourgeois individualism, that happen independently 


of the will of individuals, so that ‘one could say that in a very real sense 
freedom gets mixed up in the context of determination’. 


Moral life and the ‘additional factor’ 


If Adorno’s points are taken seriously, the way philosophical discussion 
about ethics is often carried out can appear to be inadequate. If ‘there is no 
right life in life that is wrong’, people may be confronted with situations 
where there is no ‘right’ course of action, because whatever they do may 
just perpetuate unjust social conditions. The choice between 
‘consequentialist’ theories that focus on the results of an action as what 
gives it its moral worth, and ‘deontological’ theories that judge actions in 
terms of their accordance with norms, like duty, can look abstract in relation 
to the reality of moral situations in a world where so much is dominated by 
systemic pressures: ‘Freedom ... necessarily presupposes the freedom of 
the whole, and cannot, as isolated freedom, thus without the freedom of the 
whole of society, even be thought’. As such: ‘the reason why the question 
of moral philosophy has become so problematic today is primarily that the 
substantiality of ethics, thus the possibility that a right way of living was 
already given and present in the forms in which the community exists, has 
become radically obsolete’. But what, given the fact that the ‘freedom of 
the whole of society’ is conspicuously absent, does Adorno propose with 
respect to how we should respond to modern moral dilemmas? 


Adorno does not think we can just abandon the usual concerns of moral 
philosophy, but the philosopher who proposes a moral theory has always to 
keep in mind the fallibility that results from their location in circumstances 
that are not wholly transparent to them. His concern is to show up the limits 
of theorizing about freedom and morality in relation to the reality of moral 
life, in order to avoid philosophy conspiring with self-deception. He 
criticizes the kind of thinking about freedom often encountered in analytical 
philosophy, which can lead to the following: ‘In order conclusively, so to 
speak empirically, to make a decision on whether the will is free, situations 
have to be rigorously purged of their empirical content; thought- 
experimental conditions must be produced in which as few determinants as 
possible are noticeable’ (GS 6 p. 223). The ‘trolley problem’ is a familiar 
example of this: would you switch the track for a runaway railway trolley 


that would kill five people to a track that would kill just one person? What 
if stopping the trolley killing the five could be achieved by pushing a fat 
man off a bridge onto the line? The point is that nobody knows what they 
would do in such an—already highly unlikely—situation because one does 
not know what else would be affecting one in the decision. Adorno, in 
contrast, cites empirical cases from history and literature that can be 
interpreted in differing ways to show why thought experiments cannot grasp 
the reality of moral life. The result is not a theoretical account of how to 
make moral decisions: the focus is instead on showing the contradictions 
involved in real dilemmas, in order not to exclude the contingencies they 
inevitably involve. He sums this up in the assertion that ‘It cannot be 
prophesied, even of the most morally upright person how they would 
behave under torture’. 


This sort of approach might seem likely to paralyse any attempt to act, 
given that people will always be faced with contradictions which may not 
be able to be resolved by a decision to act. Hamlet beckons, as Adorno 
himself suggests. Action, rather than mere conditioned or unreflective 
behaviour, seems to involve some kind of reconciliation between a person’s 
impulses and social norms: ‘the subject only knows itself to be free to the 
extent that its action appears identical with it, and that is only the case with 
things that are conscious’. However, just adhering to a norm is no guarantee 
that one will, in concrete circumstances, actually act in terms of it. For this 
to happen, something that is not given with the norm itself has to come into 
play, which he terms ‘the additional factor’, ‘das Hinzutretende’: ‘people 
suffer from their knowledge, because they have the experience that there is 
no longer a direct way into practice from this knowledge, but that one needs 
a third thing, precisely that element of irrationality, of what is not purely 
reducible to reason’. He tells of meeting one of the surviving members of 
the 20 July plot to assassinate Hitler. The plotters had to ponder the terrible 
consequences for themselves of failure, the possibility that what they 
intended doing might make things even worse, the threat to their relatives in 
the event of failure, and a host of other factors. The survivor makes it clear 
that the situation in relation to Hitler was so ‘unbearable’ that they felt 
compelled to act, but not for clearly formulated reasons. Rather, there was, 
Adorno contends, a ‘moment of irrationality’, that is essentially a- 
theoretical, which made them act. 


The ‘additional factor’ cannot be subsumed into norm-based moral 
reflection: it therefore involves a connection between nature and freedom. 
For Kant morality depends on the ability to resist natural impulses, and for 
Hegel on the reconciliation of our natural and our social being. Adorno, in 
contrast, wants to include the possibility of natural impulses being part of 
the reality of moral life: ‘Impulse, which is both intramental and somatic, 
drives beyond the sphere of consciousness, to which it still also belongs. 
With it freedom reaches into experience’ (GS 6 p. 228), and we are 
‘capable, by dint of this impulse, of getting into, leaping into, going into the 
objective sphere which is otherwise obstructed for us by our own 
rationality’. 


By trying to account for freedom in terms of the nature of human impulses, 
Adorno suggests he will be accused of invoking ‘something merely 
determined’. In order to respond to the fact that impulses can also be merely 
irrational causes of our actions, as well as part of freedom, Adorno develops 
a dialectical approach to freedom and nature, using aspects of 
psychoanalysis. We have already encountered the basic pattern of thought. 
In order to gain control of nature, the subject has to control its own 
impulses, which are part of its nature, and this gives rise to a contradiction: 
‘whilst it is only with the development of consciousness at all that 
something like freedom becomes possible, at the same time it is the 
development of consciousness that pushes freedom back into this archaic- 
mimetic moment that is essential to it’. Whereas Kant largely sees freedom 
in terms of opposition to somatic impulses, Adomo thinks this can be mere 
repression, and that real freedom would come from finding ways to allow 
these impulses to gain expression without being harmful. This cannot be 
achieved simply by the establishing of norms, because in any real situation 
there will be conflicts between norms that lead precisely to the situation that 
involves the ‘additional factor’. Norms, as we saw with respect to the law, 
can also become repressive by rigid application. 


A new categorical imperative 


So how does Adorno conceive of a grounding of ethics? Kant famously 
seeks to do this on the basis of the ‘categorical imperative’, one formulation 
of which is: ‘I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will 


that my maxim should become a universal law’. Adorno does not deny that 
some sense of conscience is part of our make-up as social beings, and Kant 
is relying on this to arrive at his imperative. However, conscience depends 
on norms that have arisen in a world of distorted social relations, and can, 
as Adolph Eichmann showed, be turned into forms of adherence to duty that 
are used to legitimize barbarism. Adorno argues that ‘All the concepts in 
honour of freedom which are supposed in the Critique of Practical Reason 
to fill out the gulf between the imperative and people are repressive: law, 
compulsion, deference, duty. Causality from freedom corrupts the latter into 
obedience’ (GS 6 p. 231). A search for a universal foundation relies on 
reference to a single grounding principle, like Kant’s universalization of 
maxims for action via the categorical imperative, but actual moral decisions 
generally involve competing imperatives. Kant’s absolute prohibition on 
lying comes up, for instance, as the novelist and political writer Benjamin 
Constant (1767-1830) pointed out, against the situation where lying might 
save people’s lives. Lying might actually in some cases lead to something 
worse than what it tries to prevent, but there is no sure way of knowing this, 
and Kant’s strict separation of empirical and moral aspects of the dilemma 
does nothing to help here. 


Such dilemmas mean Adorno insists that moral justification has to respond 
to empirical historical contingency, and this leads to his own version of a 
categorical imperative: 


Hitler enforced a new categorical imperative on humankind in the state of unfreedom: to 
organise their thinking and action in such a way that Auschwitz does not repeat itself, that 
nothing similar should happen. This imperative is just as resistant to being given a grounding 
as in its time the givenness of Kant’s imperative. (GS 6 p. 358) 


He claims that Kant just ‘breaks off’ the philosophical argument by seeing 
the moral law as ‘given’, rather than argued for, and this again suggests that 
‘right action is not to be purely resolved into theoretical requirements’. It is, 
then, crucial to see how individual moral life is subject to pressures from a 
collectively constituted social, economic, and political world that sets the 
frame of the individual’s scope for action, and so can erode their ability to 
judge. The primacy of the objective social whole in relation to the subject 
is, he thinks, unavoidable. This entails an ‘objective theory of society’, 


where ‘the supposed facts of conscious and unconscious modes of 
behaviour of subjects are in many ways something derivative. The essential 
object of knowledge of society is its objective context, its structural laws 
which individual human beings obey even in their forms of reaction’ (GS 
11 p. 42). 


Adorno is therefore concerned to warn against moral certainty, and 
advocates ‘learning in reflection on one’s own having been conditioned 
[Bedingtheit] to also allow legitimacy to what is different and to feel that 
the true injustice is really always there where one assumes one is right and 
the other is wrong’. He sums this approach up as follows: ‘Moral certainty 
does not exist; to imply that it does is already immoral, a false exoneration 
of the individual from whatever might be termed ethical life’ (GS 6 p. 241). 
The ways in which modern societies are organized mean that individual 
action is always likely to result in something unintended of which the 
individual could not be aware. 


This might seem a rather feeble way for Adorno to advocate his categorical 
imperative to think and act such that nothing like Auschwitz could be 
repeated. However, he also makes it clear that after Auschwitz ‘we might 
not know what is the absolute good, the absolute norm, or even only what 
man or the human or humanity is, but we very well know what the inhuman 
is’ (GS 6 p. 261). The question is why modern societies are able to make 
their members oblivious to the inhuman, as is still apparent, for example, in 
the widespread antagonism in the contemporary world to the sufferings of 
refugees and racially oppressed people. Such antagonism is precisely linked 
to a moral narcissism that tries to blame such people for their own 
oppression, while relying on the sense that one’s own life is not morally 
questionable. In the UK this often takes the form of a refusal to look at the 
genocidal history of the British Empire that is still a major factor in 
enforced migration, and this refusal is often accompanied by the contention 
that other countries’ history is just as murderous, as though this makes 
British history any less so. 


Adorno’s insistence on the empirical, historical aspect of thinking about 
freedom results from his conviction that understanding modern moral life is 


tied up with social, economic, and political pressures that cannot be 
understood from the perspective of the isolated individual moral subject. 
Perhaps most importantly, he focuses on how modern culture can make 
people unable to see the reality of what they are doing and what they are 
involved in. His repeated target here is conformism, and the crucial issue is 
how the power of conformism comes about. In an era which can produce 
the likes of Bolsonaro, Orban, Modi, Trump, and other authoritarian 
politicians, Adorno’s—sometimes flawed—analyses of the functioning of 
conformism in culture deserve renewed attention, as we will see in the next 
chapter. 


Total social delusion? 


When writing about the ‘culture industry’ in DE, Adorno and Horkheimer 
originally referred to ‘mass culture’, but they decided to replace the term 
because it could too easily sound like ‘culture that spontaneously emerged 
from the masses, the contemporary form of folk art’ (GS 10.1 p. 337). 
Instead, they contend that the culture industry produces culture as a 
commodity like any other, in line with the view of modern industry as 
standardized production which they associated with Kant’s schematism. 
Adorno’s view of the culture industry is, however, not unproblematic, and 
this is suggested, for example, by a statement like the following: ‘The total 
context of the culture industry, which leaves nothing out, is one with total 
social delusion’ (GS 4 p. 235). But how, if social delusion is total, can 
anyone know that it is delusion at all? Logically there is no way out of this 
situation, so one has to assume Adorno is exaggerating. 


In ‘What is coming to terms with the past?’, referring to the persistence in 
the Federal Republic of the kind of socio-political and economic factors that 
led to Nazism, he says: ‘I have exaggerated the gloomy side of things, 
following the maxim that today only exaggeration can be the medium of 
truth’ (GS 10.2 p. 568). He seeks to justify such a stance in an essay on 
‘Opinion Delusion Society’, citing the case of a pedestrian wondering 
whether to cross the road when the lights have changed to yellow. On the 
assumption that the person cannot rely on the next car not being driven by 
someone reckless, even if it turns out that they are actually a considerate 


driver, the rational thing to do is not to take the real risk of being killed. In 
doing so, the person exaggerates by making the worst case scenario the 
basis of not crossing: ‘All thinking is exaggeration, insofar as every thought 
that really is a thought overshoots its fulfilment by given facts. The 
potential for truth as well as the potential for delusion nests in this 
difference between thought and fulfilment’ (GS 10.2 p. 577). Despite this 
defence of exaggeration, the way in which Adorno presents his analysis of 
the culture industry does weaken what he has to say. At the same time, 
some of the evidently problematic things he says about specific aspects of 
modern culture, like jazz, eventually come to apply to other aspects of the 
music industry, such as the worst kinds of industry-produced pop music. If 
Adorno’s exaggerations are read just as warnings of where things can go if 
we fail to look beyond the immediate facts, his account of the culture 
industry does offer resources, not least for understanding the widespread 
contemporary success of reactionary political forces in the USA, the UK, 
and elsewhere. 


Adorno proposes an essential connection between the culture industry and 
the functioning of capitalist societies: ‘Amusement is the extension of work 
in late capitalism. It is sought by those who wish to escape the mechanised 
process of labour, in order to be able to cope with it anew’ (GS 3 p. 159). It 
has been argued that one reason the US working-class rarely became widely 
radicalized after the First World War, despite their frequently dire situation, 
was because the ‘American Dream’ was kept alive by the ‘dream factory’ 
of Hollywood, which distracted working people from the reality of their 
situation. Writing in the 1940s, Adorno does not fully subscribe to this 
view, as he thinks the development of new forms of communication means 
people will be less likely to be taken in by consoling ideological products 
like Hollywood movies. In DE he claims: ‘The atrophy of imagination and 
spontaneity of the consumer of culture today does not need first to be 
reduced to psychological mechanisms. The products themselves, above all 
the most characteristic, the talkie, paralyse those capacities by their 
objective constitution’ (GS 3 p. 148). This latter remark introduces a further 
debatable element of Adorno’s thinking about culture. He looks at cultural 
products in terms of the interpretation and critical analysis of the product 
itself, which he terms ‘content analysis’, rather than primarily in terms of 
the actual reception and effects of the products on their recipients. The 


danger here is that the focus on the analysable aspects of a cultural artefact 
may tell us little about its effect on people in real situations. This danger 
results from the idea of ‘total’ delusion. If that is presupposed, focus on 
reception loses much of its point: attention will be directed instead to what 
does the deluding. Whether it in fact deludes cannot, however, be 
established in this way. Adorno seems at times, then, to see the dialectic 
between production and reception in culture in too one-sided a fashion. 
However, as we Shall see later, when he does detailed empirical research on 
production and reception of cultural phenomena, some of the results are 
more plausible. 


The exclusion of the new 


So what are the characteristics of the industry that create conformism? The 
following is exaggerated, but the history of Hollywood (Figure 4) and of 
other aspects of popular culture does confirm at least some of the diagnosis: 


4. Hollywood. 


What is new in the mass cultural phase as compared to the late liberal phase is the exclusion 
of the new. The machine revolves in the same place. While it already determines consumption, 
it excludes what is untested as a risk. The film people look suspiciously at every manuscript 
that is not already reassuringly based on a bestseller. That is why the talk is always of idea, 
novelty and surprise, of that which is at the same time all too familiar and unprecedented. (GS 
3 p. 156) 


Why does Adorno attach so much weight to the absence of ‘the new’? His 
core assumption is that the state of Western society of that time—which 
then improved after the war, but has arguably again slipped back—is 
fundamentally unjust and repressive. In an unjust society culture that is 
worthy of the name would enable questioning of that society, which means 
people will be confronted with perhaps disturbing new ideas and ways of 
responding to the world. In contrast, the use of modern technology in the 
culture industry is in the name of the economic status quo: ‘the thought of 
“exhausting” given technical possibilities, the full utilisation of capacities 


for aesthetic mass consumption, belongs to the economic system, which 
refuses to use the capacities where it is about the abolition of hunger’ (GS 3 
p. 162). 


Aesthetic mass consumption, then, encourages conformism that sustains 
oppression by obscuring the fact that oppression could be overcome. In a 
later account of his reflections on the culture industry, Adorno claims: 


The overall effect of the culture industry is that of an anti-Enlightenment; in it ... 
Enlightenment, the progressive technical mastery of nature, becomes mass deception, a means 
of fettering consciousness. It prevents the formation of autonomous, independent, consciously 
judging and deciding individuals. They, however, would be the prerequisite for a democratic 
society, which can only be maintained and developed in mature individuals. (GS 10.1 p. 345) 


This once again involves the ‘primacy of the objective’: systemic factors 
prevent the development of individual resistance to ‘life that is wrong’. 
When discussing the complexity of serious modern music, Adorno argues 
that 


The contemporary inability of the masses to understand anything complicated, which is 
inherited from their being excluded from education [ Bildung, which in German has a wider 
sense of initiation into all aspects of culture] is intensified today by the culture industry, which 
shapes them, and by their own mechanisation in the labour process. In their so-called free 
time, they are hardly able to grasp anything which does not resemble this labour process. (GS 
14 p. 59) 


When applied to some of what, both in Adorno’s time and now, is produced 
in popular films and TV, such a judgement has some justification, and the 
nature of politics is clearly affected by this. However, Adorno also says 
much the same about most forms of music apart from the music he regards 
as articulating the truth of the historical situation: the case of jazz will 
highlight his underestimation of the difficulty of this kind of analysis. 


Consider, then, the essential premises of Adorno’s analysis. He regards the 
culture industry as functioning in a different way from previous forms of 
ideology. Following Marx, ideology is ‘socially conditioned false 
consciousness’, and the new situation is that ideology, unlike in earlier 
forms of capitalism: 


by no means blindly, anonymously crystallises itself from the social process, but is 
scientifically tailored to society. This is done with the products of the culture industry, film, 
magazines, illustrated newspapers, radio, bestselling literature of the most varied types, among 
which novel-biographies play their special role, and now, in America, especially television. 
(GS 8 p. 475) 


The ideology of 19th-century capitalism arose from the pressures of 
industrialization, in a ‘world which was largely dominated by economic 
laws which enforced themselves above the heads of people’ (GS 8 p. 483). 
The rapidity and brutality of this process is well analysed in Karl Polanyi’s 
The Great Transformation, first published in 1944, the same year as DE. 
Polanyi states, in terms which echo Adorno’s view of the ‘exchange 
principle’: 


All transactions are turned into money transactions, and these in turn require that a medium of 
exchange be introduced into every articulation of industrial life. All incomes must derive from 
the sale of something or other, and whatever the actual source of a person’s income, it must be 
regarded as resulting from sale. 


In the later form of capitalism the culture industry researches how to 
produce the culture that will be effective in keeping people reconciled to a 
society governed by the exchange principle. 


The consumers of this culture are seen as having to conform to a labour 
process which hinders their self-realization by leaving little space or time 
for it. The ideology of the culture industry is ‘intensifying duplication and 
justification of the situation that exists anyway’ (GS 8 p. 477), leaving no 
opportunity for developing non-commodified forms of social and economic 
life. The rapid move away from traditional religious authority that 
accompanies the growth of capitalism means that autonomy has little 
chance to develop: ‘the authority of the Bible is replaced by the authority of 
the sports field, television, and “true stories”, which are based on the claim 
of the literal, of reality on this side of the productive imagination’ (GS 8 p. 
99). This sort of analysis is clearly very compressed, and does not cover 
everything that is at issue. Adorno does address a key further ideological 
product of modern capitalism, namely nationalism, although he thinks its 
role in ‘late capitalism’, that is capitalism dominated by technologically 
advanced transnational corporations, is in certain respects diminished. 
Given recent history, this assessment may need some revision, as is shown 


by the encouragement of nationalism by those who seek to shore up the 
collapsing economic model of neoliberalism. 


Jazz 


Adorno’s interpretation of all forms of US popular culture of the time as 
means of cementing conformism raises some fundamental questions. This is 
where the example of jazz is significant, because it does not fit well into 
Adorno’s approach. There is a paradigmatic mismatch between his overall 
theoretical frame, and the empirical evidence concerning a supposed 
manifestation of the culture industry. It is therefore worth considering the 
issue in a bit of detail. Adorno’s essay ‘On Jazz’, the first piece he wrote on 
the topic, is from 1936, before he went to the USA, so it was based on 
recordings, sheet music, and whatever he may have heard in Europe that 
was Called jazz. The lack of detail to back up his case could be seen as a 
result of his contingent circumstances at the time. However, he refers to the 
jazz essay even in his work in the 1960s, though by that time his view was 
sometimes more differentiated. Core ideas of the essay are also carried over 
into the analyses of the culture industry in DE, and elsewhere. 


Adorno’s later use of his 1936 analysis is already put in question by the fact 
that, even by 1944, jazz had radically changed from the jazz referred to in 
the essay. The ‘bebop revolution’ of the 1940s was a reaction against 
commercially promoted swing music, which was in effect the pop music of 
the time and is in some of its manifestations the justified target of Adorno’s 
criticisms. The progenitors of bebop were mainly black musicians, and the 
increased technical demands of the music were not least intended as a 
means of excluding musicians who just followed the commercialized vein 
of swing. The pursuit of a new jazz vocabulary in bebop also involved an 
element of political protest against a dominant white culture. Bebop’s 
extension of harmonic, melodic, and rhythmic vocabulary lays the 
foundations of jazz’s continual revision and questioning of received musical 
assumptions and practices that continues to this day. 


Even before bebop, jazz had, through figures like Louis Armstrong, begun 
to help establish a specifically black urban culture that generated resistance 


to white domination. In the jazz essay Adorno insists, though, that ‘this 
much is certain, that the serviceability of jazz does not negate alienation, 
but amplifies it. Jazz is a commodity in the strict sense, it is subject to the 
laws, and the contingency of the market’ (GS 17 p. 78). Insofar as 
everything is affected by those laws and that contingency, this is, of course, 
necessarily the case. However, the fact that from the early 1940s probably 
the most important development in jazz history was a reaction against what 
was dominating the market, and many of Charlie Parker’s (eventually) most 
influential recordings were made on obscure, commercially unsuccessful 
labels, suggests Adorno neglects the dialectic involved in the 
commodification of jazz. It is precisely when jazz became more assimilated 
into the mass market that it produced some of its most important music as a 
reaction against that assimilation. In this sense, jazz does precisely what 
Adorno, as we shall see, demands of ‘new music’. 


Jazz has been involved from its beginnings in a negotiation and 
confrontation with musical and social conformity. One just needs to read 
some of the negative reactions to jazz from the white culture of the time 
(and since) to see this. Adorno, though, sees the unconventional elements of 
jazz, not as expressing protest, but as identification with the oppressor: 
“They characterise a subjectivity which protests against a collective power 
which it itself “is”; for this reason its protest appears ridiculous and is 
beaten down by the drum, like syncopation is by the beat’ (GS 17 p. 100). 
His assessment of jazz rhythm changes somewhat later in his career: in 
1962 he says, for example, that jazz ‘taught technical skill, quick- 
wittedness, the concentration which had otherwise been degraded by light 
music, also tonal and rhythmic capacity for differentiation’ (GS 14 pp. 
212-13). Elsewhere, discussing how to sustain rhythmic differentiation in 
music performance, he remarks: ‘A light falls from here on a real function 
of jazz: namely to sustain such differentiations, which otherwise are 
disappearing. As, by the way, interpretation has a lot to learn from jazz’. 


What many see as a key aspect of jazz, though, he dismisses both in 1936 
and often thereafter: ‘the much cited improvisations, those hot-passages and 
breaks have merely ornamental significance, never constructive and form- 
establishing significance’ (GS 17 p. 82). However, even around 1936, 
extended improvisation had begun to develop, in ways which come to full 


‘form-establishing’ fruition in jazz from the 1940s and 1950s onwards. 
Adorno also fails to see that jazz improvisation lives from communication 
with a live audience, who can effectively become part of the band, rather 
than being passive consumers of a product. When talking about how to 
develop adequate theories concerning an area of research, Adorno often 
advocates ‘unrestricted experience’, remaining open to what might be 
distorted by the frame in which the research is carried out. In writing about 
jazz, he largely fails to follow his own avowed intentions. 


In the context of his assessment of the culture industry—and this is the key 
wider point that affects other aspects of his work—his view of jazz seems to 
derive from what could be termed a ‘Gnostic’ attitude, which creates a 
radical separation between what is free of delusion and what isn’t. In these 
terms anything involved with the exchange principle and the market 
necessarily contributes to the context of delusion, rather than making more 
sense of the world. This attitude results from the way he sometimes 
prioritizes objective structural factors in society over detailed empirical 
investigation of the ways people may resist delusion. 


Adorno’s failure with respect to jazz also results from a neglect of how 
musical practices cannot just be understood by ‘content analysis’ of musical 
works. In much of his writing on the arts Adorno seeks to avoid the 
consigning of all judgements on aesthetic and cultural matters to the realm 
of the ‘merely subjective’. He does this in the name of ‘social theory by dint 
of the explication of aesthetic right and wrong in the heart of the musical 
objects’ (GS 17 p. 33). This involves: 


comprehending and analysing subjective responses towards music in relation to the thing itself 
[zur Sache selbst] and its determinable content, rather than ignoring the quality of the object, 
treating it as a mere stimulus of projections and limiting oneself to the identification, 
measuring and ordering of subjective reactions or of sedimented responses to music. (GS 14 
pp. 176-7) 


This approach, which rightly questions the reduction of aesthetic 
appreciation to psychologically establishable facts that pay no heed to the 
aesthetic constitution of the work responded to—its ‘content’—is of 
undoubted value. The problems with the approach derive from its focusing 
too exclusively on musical analysis of ‘objective’ factors, and from the 


assumption that the subjects involved have been wholly assimilated into the 
context of delusion. Adorno relies on an objectifying, observational 
perspective, which he argues for as follows: ‘art cannot absolve itself of the 
discipline of science, from which it borrows, with whatever right it does so, 
its ideal of objectivity’ (GS 16 p. 528). What is missing is a reflection on 
how to understand the dimensions of art which involve participation in a 
practice—which relates to what happens, for example, in participation in a 
ritual—without which the art in question makes no sense. 


Jazz is a form of expressive sociality, where the music develops through the 
practice of dialogue within the band, between musicians, and with the 
audience. Adorno (Figure 5), as we saw, appreciates the problem of how to 
characterize the relationship between subjective and objective when he talks 
about issues in philosophy. He seems, though, blind to the interactions 
between subjective and objective involved in the history of jazz. Jazz is 
demonstrably critical of the racist and exploitative society in which it 
emerged, in ways that become inexplicable in the terms of Adorno’s 
analysis of the culture industry. Innovators in jazz, like John Coltrane or 
Ornette Coleman, often faced intense resistance even within the jazz 
community, before what they did came to be appreciated. In this respect 
they do not differ from composers such as Berg, Schoenberg, and Webern, 
whom Adorno sees as the paradigm of how modern art should function. 
Like all art, jazz produces conventions that can become rigidified, but 
opposing convention is precisely the motor that has kept jazz—which 
Adorno in 1936 declared ‘beyond salvation’ (GS 17 p. 101)—alive today. 


5. Adorno. 


The difficulties in Adorno’s account of how modern culture comes to be 
dominated by forces of conformity point to a series of issues in relation to 
philosophical understanding of modern societies. There is here a tension 
between investigation of the way objective, structural factors determine the 
actions of social subjects, and the need to show how resistance to those 
factors is empirically manifested in what subjects do in concrete social 
situations. This tension cannot be definitively resolved, as Adorno’s own 
dialectical reflections on subjective and objective suggest, and has to be 
taken into account in any specific investigation of cultural phenomena. 
Despite the criticisms I have detailed, Adorno himself, like other members 
of the Frankfurt School, cannot be accused of failing to do empirical 
research. From the investigations of The Authoritarian Personality, to 
research on astrology in newspapers in Los Angeles, to studies of the 
functioning of local government in Bielefeld, and other projects, he often 
engaged in study of the detail of social phenomena. We touched on the 


decisive issue in this context when considering exaggeration: how is one to 
go beyond empirical data to understand the context which informs those 
data? In short, what role do data and theory play for Adorno in 
understanding society? 


Theory in the sciences 


Not many years ago the idea that, both in the USA and Europe, political 
movements involving varying degrees of fascism would gain considerable 
voter support in many Western countries, and come to power in some, 
would have seemed quite outlandish. Adorno, of course, would have found 
nothing outlandish about this, as his view of the persistence of what made 
fascism possible makes clear. So what is it about his theory of modern 
society that made him turn out to be prescient? A conference in 1961, at 
Tubingen University, of the German Society for Sociology was the 
beginning of an influential debate on the methodology of the social sciences 
that involved Adorno, Karl Popper, Jiirgen Habermas, Hans Albert, Ralf 
Dahrendorf, and other philosophers and social and political scientists, 
which came to be known as ‘The Positivism Debate in German Sociology’. 
The label ‘positivism’ in this context is actually more trouble than it is 
worth, because it has too many (sometimes conflicting) meanings, and 
Popper, for example, whom Adorno put in the category, objected to being 
included. Rather than get entangled in discussing the disputed definition of 
‘positivism’ it is best to concentrate on the substance of the debate. This 
concerned the relationship between the natural sciences and the social 
sciences, and the status of their respective theoretical claims. Related 
debates had been part of the German academic landscape since the second 
half of the 19th century, centring around the idea that the natural sciences 
were concerned with establishing causal laws, while the humanities were 
concerned with the understanding of unique human phenomena. The 


question was whether the latter had any kind of scientific status, given that 
it concerned subjects with some capacity for self-determination, rather than 
law-bound natural objects. 


In his main contribution to the debate Adorno states: ‘Cognition 
[Erkenntnis, which also has the sense of ‘insight’ and ‘recognition’ ] is, and 
by no means by accident, exaggeration. For just as little as any single thing 
is “true”, but by dint of its mediation always also its own other, the whole is 
in turn just as little true’ (GS 8 p. 319). Adorno, as we have seen, adopts the 
Hegelian idea that the truth about things emerges from the analysis of their 
relationships to other things in a totality. He at the same time adheres to the 
anti-Hegelian idea that, rather than this totality itself being ‘the true’, it is a 
context of delusion. Investigation of social phenomena therefore has to 
move beyond—hence, as we saw, ‘exaggeration’—immediate data, such as 
interviews with people involved in a social issue, to what objectively 
influences the interview responses that is not apparent in the responses 
themselves. Hence also the difficulty of such investigation, because the 
effects of the social context result from systemic factors which are not 
transparent to those within the system. 


The untruth of the whole presumably also distorts the responses of those 
within the whole who seek to understand it. Adorno is therefore careful not 
to claim that his approach can know what undistorted relations would be, 
which would require an extra-mundane perspective. At the same time, there 
is no doubt about what massively distorted relations are: Auschwitz makes 
this much clear, and the paucity of means within society to resist what can 
lead again to such catastrophe is the basis of how he sees modern society. 
Only by seeking out large-scale tendencies that are not immediately 
apparent in the data can the signs of impending danger be made accessible. 
Whatever may be questionable in Adormno’s approach, the warnings it 
contains cannot be conjured away, as recent history is showing. 


Adorno makes the source of the dispute, and what he means by ‘positivism’ 
clearer when he states that ‘Positivism regards sociology as one science 
among others, and, since Comte, regards the tested methods of the older 
sciences, especially the natural sciences, as transferrable to sociology’ (GS 


8 p. 316). The key elements of the debate have to do with how the notion of 
objectivity is conceived, and with the relationship between facts and values. 
In sociology the concern with values is particularly associated with Max 
Weber’s insistence on ‘value-freedom’ in all the sciences. In his remarks on 
this issue Weber is often specifically concerned with teachers not imposing 
their evaluations on their students, and this points to the essential difficulty 
that concerns Adorno. 


The data of social science often consist of people’s views of themselves and 
of the society they inhabit. As such, they involve ‘subjective’ evaluations, 
to which people have an obvious right, whence Weber’s concern with the 
teacher—student relationship, where there is an inherent power imbalance. 
At the same time, evaluations must be open to questioning: is the racist 
entitled to a free pass, because they sincerely hold their racist views, based 
on whatever their ‘values’ are? How, though, is such questioning to take 
place? As anyone active on social media knows, just proving that the 
factual aspects of what someone believes are false generally has little effect, 
because what people invest in derives from a longer, affectively charged 
history which shapes their view of the world in ways that are very hard to 
shift. To take a recent extreme example: 


Emergency room patients in the USA often don’t want to believe Covid-19 is real even after 
testing positive for the virus, according to a South Dakota nurse: ‘they don’t want to believe 
that Covid is real ... their last dying words are, “This can’t be happening, it’s not real”. 


(Similar incidents were subsequently reported in the UK.) The values and 
convictions which inform people’s views of the world have an objective 
aspect that is open to critical exploration of their development, and which 
the people concerned may not be aware of. Adorno talks in this sense of 
‘the sheer impossibility of explaining psychologically what does not arise 
from the inner life of individual people’ (GS 8 p. 51). The Covid patients’ 
convictions are, in these terms, generated by systemic distortions, for 
example occasioned by the media, which derive from the failure to sustain a 
functioning social whole that inspires trust in its members. 


The basis of Adorno’s approach is summed up as follows: ‘The social veil 
is constituted by the fact that social tendencies assert themselves over the 


heads of people, that they do not know those tendencies as their own’ (GS 8 
p. 54). Moving the veil aside is difficult because the analysis tells people 
things which contradict what they themselves see as their relationship to the 
society they inhabit. Adorno often uses psychoanalysis as a model for this 
situation, because it argues that many actions are motivated by unconscious 
factors which may not enter the mind of the subject performing the action. 
The key link here is Freud’s super-ego, “conscience’—‘the social instance 
of control in the individual’ (GS 3 p. 229)—which is formed through 
internalization of parental and social norms which precede the individual 
subject. The externally instituted super-ego draws its power from repressed 
drives in the id which the subject feels as its own, even though the norms it 
internalizes actually derive from society. 


The scientific status of psychoanalysis has always been disputed, and 
Adorno discusses this issue at various points in relation to sociological 
research, such as that presented in The Authoritarian Personality. He 
maintains that psychoanalysis, despite being largely ignored by other 
sciences—and particularly psychiatry— 


provided hypotheses that were practically viable within the science to explain what was 
otherwise inexplicable, namely that the overwhelming majority of people puts up with 
relations of dominance, identifies with them, and is induced by them to adopt irrational 
attitudes whose opposition to the most simple interests of their self-preservation is completely 
obvious. (GS 8 pp. 331-2) 


The echoes of contemporary politics, in cases such as the UK’s leaving the 
European Union (‘Brexit’), whose worst effects will arguably be felt by 
many people who voted for it and continue to support it against all the 
evidence, and poor white people voting for an American president who 
gives massive tax cuts to billionaires while blocking the introduction of 
universal healthcare, suggest the continuing importance of Adorno’s 
approach. 


Adorno is, then, concerned with the justification of methods in social 
research, given the demand for it to be ‘scientific’. The original aim of 
psychoanalysis was to produce general psychological laws, but Adorno sees 
it as its most productive via ‘immersion in the detail’ of a relatively small 


number of specific cases, rather than via large-scale surveys that result in 
inductive hypotheses in the manner of the physical sciences. Talking of The 
Authoritarian Personality, which used techniques from empirical sociology, 
like questionnaires and interviews, to investigate post-war Americans’ 
susceptibility to fascism, Adorno maintains: 


that the book not only encouraged but also changed the direction of empirical research to 
some extent, lies in the fact that it produced a concrete relationship between the complex of a 
social psychology oriented towards Freud and empirical methods of research. Not that it 
presumed to prove or disprove Freud empirically. (GS 8 pp. 542-3) 


The concern here, beyond what was specifically at issue in the Positivism 
Debate—some of which now appears rather outdated—is ‘scientism’, the 
assumption that the theories and methods of the natural sciences should 
apply to all disciplines, including the humanities and social sciences. 


What status does ‘theory’ with respect to the social sciences have if it does 
not use the methods of the natural sciences? Adorno maintains that ‘there 
are object domains in which reality cannot at all be appropriately captured 
with the norms established by the sciences’. The data for the physical 
sciences are ‘as lacking in qualities as possible, not in themselves already 
preformed, not in themselves objectively qualified ... smallest units or 
elements’. The units or elements of social theories, in contrast, are 
individual subjects with complex life histories of the kind dealt with in 
psychoanalysis. In consequence, stripping the qualitative aspects away in 
order to arrive at quantifiable data derived from survey questionnaires, etc., 
that can be analysed using quantitative methods is likely to strip away much 
of what is essential to understanding a society. An indeterminate amount of 
factual data can be collected in a society, but much of it may tell one 
nothing about how that society actually functions. Moreover, choosing 
which data to analyse necessarily involves evaluation of the kind which 
value-freedom is supposed to exclude. Adorno’s objection to what he sees 
as ‘positivist’ sociology is that 


In at least a very considerable sector of its activity it is based on opinions, behaviour, the self- 
understanding of individual subjects and of society, rather than on the latter. In such a 
conception, society is to a large extent the statistically determined, average consciousness or 
unconsciousness of socialised and socially acting subjects, not the medium in which they 
move. (GS 8 pp. 287-8) 


So how is one to gain access to the ‘medium’ that society is beyond what is 
accessed by conventional sociology? Instead of ‘traditional theory’, one 
here needs to engage in ‘critical theory’, the term which is associated with 
the work of the ‘Frankfurt School’ of social research as a whole. 


Critical theory 


The differentiation of kinds of theory can best be understood in terms we 
have already explored: the key is again relationships between subject and 
object. ‘Traditional theory’, ‘positivism’, ‘scientism’, etc. “treats society, 
which is potentially the self-determining subject, without further ado as if it 
were an object to be determined from outside’ (GS 8 p. 317). Society is 
only potentially a subject: in its present state society functions as something 
objective that ‘stands against’ individual subjects. One therefore has to see 
it in dialectical terms: subjective and objective can only be grasped via 
changing social relations. Critical theory ‘orients itself, despite all 
experience of reification ... by ... the idea of society as subject’ (GS 8 p. 
317). Given that society is not yet ‘subject’ in this sense, being instead 
determined by objective forces ‘over the heads of people’—hence its reified 
‘thing-like’ nature—there is a contradiction between two senses of society. 
Just gathering ever more data about society as it is in its reified state can 
reinforce the status quo. 


What is the aim of social research, if it is not to better society? Popper sees 
social research in terms of individual social problems that should be 
addressed by ‘piecemeal social engineering’ that avoids ‘Utopian social 
engineering’, which he associates with the disasters of totalitarian and 
authoritarian attempts to impose social change. Adorno, who is equally 
concerned at how social change can become the opposite of what its 
progenitors may intend, thinks, though, that piecemeal analysis of social 
problems is not sufficient, and must be complemented by the attempt to 
grasp the wider context and source of the problems: 


Society only becomes a problem, in Popper’s language, to someone who can think of it as 
different to society as it exists now; only through what it is not will it reveal itself as what it is, 
and that is what a sociology would need to do which does not, as admittedly the majority of its 
projects do, limit itself to the purposes of public and private administration. (GS 8 p. 564) 


The wider context is the ‘totality’, which is not immediately apparent in the 
particular instances. However, ‘the supremacy of the whole, which is 
admittedly abstract, but in a certain sense also eludes the universal concept, 
can only be encountered in the experience of the particular and in the 
interpretation of this experience of the particular’ (GS 8 p. 587). The 
totality itself cannot, then, directly be an object of investigation: ‘No 
experiment could conclusively explain the dependence of every social 
phenomenon on the totality, because the whole, that preforms the concrete 
phenomena, itself never enters particular experimental set-ups’ (GS 8 p. 
556). So how does the totality play a role in social research at all? We just 
saw that Adorno insists that the totality is ‘encountered in the experience of 
the particular’: it is, therefore, ‘not an affirmative, but rather a critical 
category. Dialectical criticism seeks to salvage or to help to produce what 
does not obey the totality, what resists it? (GS 8 p. 292). This idea will be 
crucial to Adorno’s thinking about art. It is in engaging with a particular 
manifestation of a contradiction in society that one becomes aware of the 
need for thinking beyond that manifestation in the direction of the totality 
that produces the contradiction. 


Another example from the Covid-19 pandemic can illustrate what Adorno 
means, and why Popper’s piecemeal approach may not suffice to grasp the 
root of social pathologies. In Denmark, which farms millions of mink, it 
was discovered that they harboured a variant of the virus that might be 
immune to the vaccines being developed to counter it. This led to a moral 
dilemma, as a contemporary report makes clear (the cull went ahead, with 
distressing results): 


If it turns out to be true that the mink variant would jeopardize our vaccines and that there’s a 
strong chance that thousands or even millions of people will therefore die if we don’t cull the 
minks, you could make the case that a cull is the lesser of two evils. But we just don’t have 
enough data right now to know whether that’s true. 


We do, however, know one thing with certainty. The fact that we are being forced to choose 
between two reasonable impulses—wanting to prevent animal suffering and wanting to 
prevent human suffering—is the result of another decision made: to farm thousands and 
thousands of animals in close quarters and unsanitary conditions. 


Rather than there being a morally secure, rational way of deciding between 
the two courses of action specific to the virus in the mink, relating the 


dilemma beyond itself to the functioning of mass animal farming for the 
fashion market shows that society itself is, in Adorno’s terms, ‘false’. It 
functions in a way which makes properly rational choices impossible. As 
long as this kind of production—which embodies what DE contended about 
modern rationalization’s instrumental relationship to nature—continues 
there is no right way of dealing with what it produces. 


Looked at in this way, Adorno’s at first sight questionable idea that society 
is itself contradictory starts to make sense and suggests his prescience with 
respect to the effects of modern exploitation of nature. He contends that if a 
society is a collective entity for the self-preservation of its members, 
aspects of society which work against this—like cruel and pointless animal 
farming for profit—make the notion of ‘society’ senseless and irrational. 
Such choices between unacceptable alternatives are fundamental to the 
totality of contemporary capitalism, which creates situations where there is 
no good option. The climate crisis also makes this abundantly clear, and 
Adorno’s approach is vindicated by the fact that only by looking beyond 
piecemeal forms of analysis and seeing things in terms of the totality has 
the seriousness of the contemporary situation of the world become fully 
apparent. This is not possible in the kind of terms proposed by Popper. 


The totality is accessible, then, via the contradictions that become manifest 
in the attempt to interpret specific phenomena: ‘The interpretation of the 
facts leads to the totality, without the latter itself being a fact’ (GS 8 p. 292) 
of the kind traditional theory regards as the basis of justified cognition. It 
might appear that interpretation would then lead to a regress, where the 
contradictions involved in a moral choice are a result of the contradictions 
involved in factory farming, which are a result of the development of 
particular forms of commodification of nature, and so on. However, in line 
with his seeing philosophical theories as responses to historical tensions, 
Adorno points out that the demand for a theory of systemic social pressures 
beyond the control of the individuals who both undergo them and bring 
them about does not arise in the same way for pre-modern societies: ‘It is 
... no coincidence that theory of society in an emphatic sense only arose 
with the industrial revolution and with emerging economic liberalism’. 


Adorno repeatedly stresses that, in contrast to the success of the natural 
sciences, despite its ‘advanced age, sociology does not show the least 
propensity to get closer to the ideal of a real theory of society’. In the terms 
of traditional theory, rejection of the idea that a theory of society should be 
critical in the way Adorno demands is linked to adherence to the fact—value 
distinction (you can’t derive ‘ought’ from ‘is’). The distinction is often seen 
as a logical one, and is part of what leads to the demand for value-freedom, 
facts being supposedly of a logically different status to values. However, 
Adorno points out that the distinction, like sociology itself, emerges in 
specifically modern social circumstances. Its emergence in the modern 
period is, he contends, part of the dialectic of Enlightenment, where 
increased factual knowledge and the resulting increase in control over 
nature became divorced from values that would mean they are employed for 
the good of society: ‘in a phase in which means and ends are torn apart for 
the sake of the domination of nature ... rationality of means progresses 
along with undiminished or even increasing irrationality of the ends’ (GS 8 
p. 560). He also points out, with respect to the distinction as it is often 
understood: ‘If Popper concedes that the scientistic ideals of objectivity and 
value-freedom are for their part values, then that extends into the truth of 
judgements; their sense implies the “evaluating” idea that a true judgement 
is better than a false one’ (GS 8 p. 346). 


Truth and value 


The idea of truth as a value, which at the time of the debate was not that 
widely held, has echoes in contemporary mainstream philosophy. 
Philosopher Huw Price argues that truth can be seen as a norm in human 
communication, and ‘what matters is that speakers think that there is such a 
norm—that they take themselves to be governed by it—not that their view 
be somehow confirmed by science or metaphysics’. Philosopher Hilary 
Putnam contends that: ‘judgments of coherence, simplicity and so on are 
presupposed by physical science. Yet coherence, simplicity and the like are 
values’. He therefore concludes: ‘my pragmatist teachers were right: 
“knowledge of facts presupposes knowledge of values.” But the history of 
the philosophy of science in the last half century has largely been a history 
of attempts ... to evade this issue’. There is consequently a need for 
‘rethinking the whole dogma ... that facts are objective and values are 
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subjective and “never the twain shall meet”’. A pragmatist approach in 
analytical philosophy here coincides with Adorno’s dialectical approach to 
questions of subject and object, and with his view of sociology as needing 
to develop theory in a manner which is precluded by the criteria of 
traditional theory. 


Adorno derives part of his stance from Hegel’s notion of ‘immanent 
critique’, ‘the confrontation of the thing “Sache” with what it, of its own 
accord, according to its concept, claims to be’ (GS 8 p. 259), which is 
necessarily evaluative. In the present case this is ‘the confrontation of what 
a society presents itself as and what it is’ (GS 8 p. 347), rather than 
criticism based on a ‘view from nowhere’, which would rely on a dogmatic 
assertion of value from outside the particular social context. The liberal 
norm of free and fair exchange, for example, is ‘universally developed’, but 
‘becomes its own opposite’ in late capitalism. Nobody can justifiably argue 
against the norm of free and fair exchange, and we cannot do without 
exchange as the ‘measure of comparability’, but exchange can become a 
means of oppression, as the creation of massive Third World debt by First 
World economic practices shows. 


Discussion of society for Adorno is, then, inherently normative, because the 
concept of society itself only makes sense in normative terms. A society is 
not a random aggregate of people, and any society can come into conflict 
with its concept when it fails to fulfil normative demands inherent in that 
concept. Fundamental to Adorno’s view, as we have seen, is the fact that we 
have the means to obviate many forms of human suffering, but that the 
organization of society so far fails to do this: ‘if hunger is nevertheless 
present in a society in which hunger would be avoidable now and here, in 
view of the existing and obviously possible abundance of goods, then this 
demands the abolition of hunger through intervention in the relations of 
production’ (GS 8 p. 347). There is no ‘clash of values’ here, because the 
idea that one could advocate values that condone other people starving 
makes no sense if one thinks a society is an organization for the self- 
preservation and development of its members. The madness here is 
reproduced on a global scale: ‘Whilst the abundance of goods which could 
be produced everywhere and at the same time makes the battle for raw 
materials and markets ever more anachronistic, humankind is divided up 


into a few armed power blocks’ (GS 3 p. 230). It is hard for us to imagine a 
state where such division would not pertain, but that is, for Adorno, not a 
reason to give up criticism of the status quo: “The reification ... has become 
so dense that every spontaneity, even the mere idea of the true facts of the 
matter, has necessarily become an extravagant utopia, an aberrant 
sectarianism’ (GS 3 p. 231). 


Hyperbolic as this assertion from ‘Elements of Antisemitism’ may be, when 
Adorno and Horkheimer wrote it in DE they were looking at societies 
which were annihilating millions of people for reasons which had nothing 
to do with what those people were and did. In the contemporary world, such 
an assertion also seems less extreme than it would have done even a few 
years ago. The questionable notion that we inhabit a ‘post-truth’ era—better 
would be an era of what Hannah Arendt called ‘lying as a way of life’— 
adverts to the dangers in complex societies where accurate sources of 
information compete with massive disinformation of every kind in the new 
media. Almost anyone can be taken in by such disinformation, given the 
frequent lack of straightforward ways of identifying it, and the tendency to 
confirmation bias. Adorno’s focus with regard to theories of society is 
particularly resonant now, in the face of the grotesque wealth inequalities in 
societies subjected to neoliberal economics, and the concomitant 
withdrawal from collective concern for the welfare of those societies’ less 
fortunate members. What is perhaps most striking in these developments, 
and what makes Adorno still relevant to understanding them, is that many 
of those who suffer their worst consequences support the political forces 
which are the source of their suffering. 


The social and the psychological 


In The Authoritarian Personality, contemporary echoes abound: ‘it is 
becoming increasingly plain that people very frequently do not behave in 
such a way as to further their material interests, even when it is clear to 
them what these interests are’ (GS 9.1 p. 159). More important is often a 
person’s ‘larger group identification, as if his point of view were determined 
more by his need to support this group and to suppress opposite ones than 
by rational consideration of his own interests’ (GS 9.1 p. 162). Many 


aspects of contemporary racism can be seen in such terms, and the reasons 
why relate to what Adorno says about fascism, namely that: 


in order to be successful as a political movement, it must have a mass basis. ... Since by its 
very nature it favors the few at the expense of the many, it cannot possibly demonstrate that it 
will so improve the situation of most people that their real interests will be served. It must 
therefore make its major appeal, not to rational self-interest, but to emotional needs—often to 
the most primitive and irrational wishes and fears. (GS 9.1 p. 162) 


This leads to a further way in which projection plays a role in how the 
modern world is constituted: ‘those who suffer from social pressure may 
frequently tend to transfer this pressure onto others rather than to join hands 
with their fellow victims’ (GS 9.1 p. 275). But why is it that people aim 
their aggression at what are so often the wrong targets? 


The difficulty here arises from assessing how the kind of explanation 
derived from psychoanalysis relates to explanation based on socio- 
economic structures. For Adorno, the super-ego provides a link between the 
two, but that raises questions in relation to what specific individuals do in 
real-world circumstances. He tends to see the individual as inherently a 
product of structural pressures, which means the ego is the object of the 
super-ego. But how is it that people are able to resist such pressures at all? 
Freud thought this involved strengthening the ego against the id, whereas 
Adorno sees the need to strengthen the ego against the super-ego: “The only 
true force against the principle of Auschwitz would be autonomy, if I may 
use the Kantian expression; the force of reflection, or self-determination, of 
not going along with things’ (GS 10.2 p. 679). However, this still does not 
fully explain what makes some people actually resist, despite all the social 
pressures of the context of delusion. 


Historians tend to say that they cannot find a common psychological, social, 
or political denominator for those who resisted the Nazis in Germany. 
Adorno’s reflections on freedom and the ‘additional factor’, the 
motivational impulse to act that eludes straightforward normative 
explanation we considered in Chapter 3, can play an explanatory role here, 
but it also suggests a further dialectic. If the individual has been co-opted 
into conformity with distorted social relations which license barbarism, 
extra-rational impulses that can motivate individual heroic moral action can 


also be the basis of appalling actions. A threshold between holding a 
conviction and actually acting in terms of it is in play in both. At the same 
time, many of the perpetrators were indeed in certain respects just a product 
of those particular objective historical and social circumstances. Such 
people often went on to live ‘respectable’ lives after the war when social 
conditions radically changed. Adorno’s insistence on the primacy of the 
totality helps here: in the objective circumstances of a peaceful, 
increasingly prosperous post-war Germany, the impetus to transfer social 
pressure is reduced, though it does not, of course, disappear. At the same 
time, Adorno’s focus on the ‘primacy of the objective’ arguably does not 
always adequately explain how, despite all the objective factors that 
constitute the subject, some subjects still can manage to act in terms of the 
autonomy he sees as necessary for the avoidance of a repetition of 
Auschwitz (Figure 6). 
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One of Adorno’s most insightful accounts of how social pressure functions 
is, perhaps surprisingly, to be found in his research on the popularity of an 
astrology column in a Los Angeles newspaper. This exemplifies his 
conviction that attention to ‘the experience of the particular’ can be the key 
to grasping social phenomena. His assumptions about the nature of modern 
social relations are summed up in this analysis of how contexts of delusion 
function: 


Thus people even of supposedly ‘normal’ mind are prepared to accept systems of delusions 
for the simple reason that it is too difficult indeed to distinguish such systems from the equally 
inexorable and equally opaque one under which they actually have to live out their lives. This 
is pretty well reflected by astrology. (GS 9.2 p. 110) 


Such delusion is echoed in the contemporary world by the widespread 
adherence to conspiracy theories as explanations of what is going wrong, 
even though the information that would allow people to understand the real 
economic and political causes of social and political ills is in certain 
respects more readily available than ever before. The Covid pandemic once 
again provides plenty of examples, notably the theories that the pandemic is 
not real, or is massively exaggerated, and is part of a plan of ‘those in 
power’ to gain more control over the population. Such theories clearly have 
their roots in people’s sense that what is happening is happening ‘above 
their heads’, and their accompanying aggressive claims to superior insight 
in advancing such theories are based on a deep sense of insecurity: ‘What 
somebody has as an opinion becomes, as their possession, a component of 
their person, and what invalidates the opinion is registered by the 
unconscious and pre-conscious as if they themselves were being damaged’ 
(GS 10.2 p. 576), so they defend it even more stubbornly. 


The reasons Adorno has again become a focus of attention in a world 
threatened by fascism and climate change are very apparent in the 
following: ‘it seems that in eras of decline of social systems, with the 
insecurity and anxiety widespread in such eras, paranoid tendencies in 
people are evinced and often channelized by institutions wishing to distract 
such tendencies from their objective reasons’ (GS 10.2 pp. 119-20). 
Paranoia is in one sense the result of another dialectic of Enlightenment: 
‘Irrationality is not necessarily a force operating outside the range of 
rationality: it may result from the processes of rational self-preservation 
“run amuck”’ (GS 10.2 p. 15). People rightly sense that things are working 
against them, but oppose this in politically deluded ways, which often 
involve projection. In the face of the Trump administration’s irrevocable 
tearing apart of hundreds of immigrant families—in the name of the idea 
that immigrants are ‘stealing American jobs’, many of which had been 
outsourced to countries with very low labour costs by US corporations—the 
following has particular resonance: ‘So-called national renewal movements 
in an era in which nationalism is obsolete are particularly susceptible to 
sadistic practices’ (GS 10.2 p. 690). Such nationalism ‘is as evil as it is 
because in the era of international communication and of supra-national 
blocs it cannot really believe in itself, and has to exaggerate itself to a 


boundless extent in order to persuade itself and others that it still really has 
any substance’ (GS 10.2 p. 689). 


Adorno suggests another dimension of the distorting effects of such lack of 
substance when discussing projection on the part of the Nazi anti-Semite: 
‘Tt is as if the anti-Semite could not sleep quietly until he has transformed 
the whole world into the very same paranoid system by which he is beset’ 
(GS 9.1 p. 303). In consequence ‘the idea of eternal Jewish guilt can be 
understood as a projection of the prejudiced person’s own repressed guilt 
feelings’, and this means that ‘The disproportion between the guilt and the 
punishment induces him, rather, to pursue his hatred beyond any limits and 
thus to prove to himself and to others that he must be right’ (GS 9.1 p. 304). 
This illustrates the tendency of subjectivity to function in terms of 
domination that we encountered in earlier chapters, and the question is how 
this kind of narcissistic perversion of self-assertion can be countered. 


In the face of the crushing evidence of the way social delusion has 
functioned in 20th-century politics, and continues to function in the 21st 
century, it would be naive to expect Adorno to offer generalized answers as 
to how delusions can be overcome. How can one affect the psychological 
make-up of individuals who have, like the Nazi anti-Semite, been 
influenced by objective, systemic pressures, without first changing the 
systems that lead to those pressures? Adorno sees the basic dialectic here as 
follows: ‘Society is a total process in which people are enveloped, steered, 
and formed by objectivity, yet on the other hand have effects on it; 
psychology can as little be merged into sociology as the individual can be 
into its biological species and its natural history’ (GS 8 p. 563). The same 
characterological traits may, for example, be pernicious in one social 
context, and beneficial in another, and the preponderance of objective 
factors of various kinds will affect which is the case. 


In ‘Education after Auschwitz’ Adorno sees the problem in anthropological 
terms. The necessity of self-preservation means ‘coldness ... is a basic 

feature ... of the constitution of human beings’ (GS 10.2 p. 687), so that the 
capacity for identification with other people is, when it comes to the crunch, 
subordinated to self-interest. He argues that society has ‘for millennia’ been 


based on the pursuit of self-interest. Clearly, from the very beginning of 
human existence, survival with minimal technological means of self- 
defence entails such self-interest, which is a result of objective pressure. At 
the same time, however, there have to be some means of accounting for the 
development of cooperation, non-repressive sociality, altruism, etc. Adorno 
does not in any way dispute their existence, but it is hard to reconcile it with 
an anthropological account based mainly on self-preservation. Adorno 
touches on this in a discussion of Kant on practical reason: ‘but that reason 
which makes itself independent and directs itself towards truth is, so to 
speak, a dialectical product, so to speak the child of that self-preserving, in 
the normal sense, practical reason’. Why that non-instrumental product of 
instrumental reason emerges at all remains unclear. It can be argued that this 
is actually more of an empirical question for historical anthropology than a 
philosophical issue concerning ‘basic features of the constitution of human 
beings’. 


Not all forms of non-repressive sociality are explicable in terms of self- 
interest. Accounting for what can prevent the ‘war of all against all’ lies at 
the heart of political philosophy. If reason is exclusively ‘instrumental’— 
what Weber terms ‘zweckrational’, rational in terms of ends to be achieved 
by whatever are the most effective means—certain dimensions of human 
life become hard to explain, and the idea of political progress can seem 
doomed. Adorno’s pupil Jiirgen Habermas sees the problem in Adorno’s 
position as deriving from a too restrictive conception of rationality. For 
Habermas, rationality is not always explicable in terms of instrumental self- 
preservation, because it entails communication. It is implausible to see all 
communication in terms of the exercise of power over the other, because we 
can, for example, acknowledge that the other is right and we are wrong, by 
appreciating what Habermas terms the ‘forceless force of the better 
argument’. As Huw Price suggests, communication only makes sense at all 
on the basis of adherence to shared norms. Habermas’s exploration of such 
norms in what he terms ‘communicative action’ opens up dimensions of 
social analysis that are sometimes missing in Adorno, for example with 
respect to the law, or to what can make everyday social life function 
relatively successfully. The fact is that Adorno does not, in the main, focus 
on issues concermming language and philosophy in the kind of terms 
suggested by Habermas. His approach to how alternatives to instrumental 


reason can be conceived is developed mainly in relation to the 
understanding of the arts. 


Universal and particular 


Adorno’s never-completed Aesthetic Theory (first published 1970) was to 
have had this fragment by the early German Romantic theorist Friedrich 
Schlegel as its motto: ‘In what one calls philosophy of art, one of the two is 
usually missing; either philosophy or art’. The challenge is, then, to find a 
form of philosophy which illuminates art without obscuring what art ‘says’ 
that philosophy is unable to say. The opening of the book suggests the 
radicality of Adorno’s approach: ‘It has become taken for granted that 
nothing concerning art is to be taken for granted any more, neither in art nor 
in its relation to the whole, not even its right to exist’ (GS 7 p. 9). We have 
seen how Adorno links pathologies in modern societies to the culture 
industry, which reinforces the status quo and undermines autonomous 
critical judgement. We also saw in his questionable response to jazz how his 
analysis could become inadequate in relation to the detail of the phenomena 
he is criticizing. The tension between these two aspects of his critiques of 
cultural phenomena recurs in Adorno’s reflections on art and aesthetics. 


Art depends on making particular aspects of the world meaningful in new 
ways; philosophy, on the other hand, can often be seen in the terms 
suggested by American philosopher Wilfrid Sellars: “The aim of 
philosophy, abstractly formulated, is to understand how things in the 
broadest possible sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible 
sense of the term’. The question is how particularity and universality in art 


and in philosophy relate, and what this tells us about each. Reflecting on art 
and Nazism in an essay written in 1945, Adorno states: 


Since philosophy in the broadest sense, the general consciousness of the people, has been 
brought more and more under the sway of science and technical civilization, the relationship 
between art and truth has been profoundly affected. There is no longer any unifying common 
focus between knowledge or science on the one hand and art on the other, as there is no 
common focus between science and philosophy or religion. (GS 20.2 p. 418) 


Referring to Kant and Hegel in Aesthetic Theory, Adorno claims: “The great 
philosophical aesthetics were concordant with art to the extent that they 
conceptualised what was evidently universal in it; in accordance with a 
stage of mind [Geist] in which philosophy and others of its forms, like art, 
were not yet torn apart’ (GS 7 pp. 495—6). Art in the period of Kant and 
German Idealism can be seen as reconciling particular and universal: 
Beethoven’s appeals in the Ninth Symphony to the brotherhood of 
humankind are realized in very individual music that has shown itself to 
have enduring universal significance. Adorno draws parallels between 
Beethoven’s integration of individual kinds of new musical material into 
established forms, like the sonata, and Hegel’s integration of things that 
initially appear contradictory into his dialectical system, where the ‘whole 
is the true’. For Adorno, as we saw, Hegel’s assumption that there can be a 
rational integration of individual and society comes up against the brutality 
of modern capitalism. In this situation art’s integration of diverse and 
conflicting material via its formal organization in ‘juadgementless synthesis’, 
rather than through concepts, can no longer be taken for granted. The 
unified aesthetic whole is now ‘untrue’ because it simulates something that 
is missing in reality. In consequence ‘What has been called the “idea” of 
arts during the age of great speculative philosophy has come to be regarded 
as an obsolescent metaphysical prejudice’ (GS 20.2 p. 418). 


Modernist art undoubtedly does involve the breakdown and rejection of 
established ways of integrating material into a whole. This is apparent, for 
example, in the abandonment of tonality and the search for new ordering 
principles by Schoenberg and others, in the move away from 
representational forms of painting, and perhaps most famously in Marcel 
Duchamp’s ‘ready-made’ sculpture, Fountain, which involved signing a 
urinal and putting it in an art exhibition. Establishing what implications the 


breakdown of received forms has for metaphysics is, however, not 
straightforward. Metaphysics has traditionally been linked to questions 
about the meaning of existence. Adomo asserts, though, as we saw, that 
‘Already before Auschwitz it was an affirmative lie in the face of historical 
experiences to attribute any positive sense to existence. That has 
consequences right into the form of works of art’ (GS 7 p. 229). He does 
not, then, endorse approaches that regard art as a means of overcoming 
human existence’s lack of metaphysical meaning. So what kind of sense can 
art make, once it cannot rely on established forms, and is untied from any 
kind of positive metaphysical meaning? 


Adorno talks of ‘the aesthetic impossibility of a reestablishment of an order 
of art just from the will to such an order, without this order being 
substantially present to us any more in the thing itself and in the world in 
which we live’. The order found in the art of a period cannot, therefore, just 
be imposed by an individual artist independently of the social order. This 
might sound implausible, in that a modern artist who wishes to paint 
beautiful landscapes as a relief from the ugliness of everyday life may be 
perfectly able to do this, if they have the requisite skill and talent. For 
Adorno, though, this would not establish an ‘order of art’ that was an 
adequate response to the modern world. He is not denying the possibility of 
the painter doing what they want, or of people finding it aesthetically 
pleasing, but he is denying that the resulting paintings are ‘true’ of the 
world in which they are located. 


Referring to music in the essay from 1945, Adorno sums up the position of 
those who reject the radical music of Schoenberg and others: 


The world has become so ugly and terrifying, so runs the argument, that art should no longer 

dwell upon distorted forms, discords and everything branded as being destructive, but should 

return to the realm of beauty and harmony. The world of destruction, terror and sadism is the 

world of Hitler. And art should show its opposition to it by going back to its traditional ideals. 
(GS 20.2 p. 422) 


His position is the polar opposite of this: for him the avant-garde’s 
‘supposed spirit of negativism and destruction’ is what ‘kept faith to 
Beethoven’s humanism by expressing in an undiluted way the sufferings, 
the anguish, the fear, under which we live today long before the political 


crisis arose, instead of covering it up by idle comfort. It thus has maintained 
the link between music and philosophical truth’ (GS 20.2 p. 422). Art and 
philosophy are analogous in their concern with how societies order 
themselves and the world. Just as successful science depends to a great 
extent on disinterested enquiry, rather than being wholly led by extraneous 
purposes, art succeeds for Adorno where aesthetic challenges are 
confronted, with no intended social effect getting in the way. Why the 
aesthetic challenges faced by the serious artist involve ‘the relationship 
between essential philosophical truth and art’ is, though, not explained by 
what he says in this context. 


The order of art 


In lectures on Aesthetics, Adorno tells his students: “you should from the 
outset free yourself from that concept of philosophy ... which is supposed 
to consist of epistemology and aesthetics ... as a kind of special science, 
and arrive at the position of seeing philosophy really as the self- 
consciousness of the epoch’. Art can equally be seen as ‘the self- 
consciousness of the epoch’, and the question is how art’s forms of self- 
consciousness—its critical reflection on human relationships to the world— 
relate to those of philosophy. Adorno claims that ‘The greatness of 
Beethoven has to be understood in musical concepts first. Yet, the fact that 
he was bound up with humanistic philosophy permeates his whole work and 
determines even the most subtle details of his musicianship’ (GS 20.2 p. 
434). So how does philosophy permeate the musical work and other forms 
of art? 


One way of answering this is apparent in the following, where Beethoven 
again plays a decisive role. In contrast to the nature of music in cultures 
bound more by tradition, modern Western ‘classical’ music from 
Monteverdi to the present keeps changing, often in very radical ways. No 
serious composer would now compose in the manner of Mozart, even 
though it is perfectly possible to do so. Composers continually question 
prevailing norms, and this is echoed in philosophy. The questioning takes 
place to the point where the most demanding music, particularly from 
Beethoven onwards—his ‘Great Fugue’ for String Quartet Op. 133 still 
challenges many listeners even today—risks no longer having an audience. 


In this context the idea that what happens in music is linked to other 
tendencies in modernity makes more sense. If, as Marx put it, ‘All that’s 
solid melts into air’, when capitalism replaces traditional feudal forms of 
order, art’s very mutability can be linked to the disintegration of such forms 
of order in other spheres. Beethoven is located between the heroic 
individualism that is enabled by the early stages of capitalism and is 
reflected, for example, in the Fifth Symphony, and, in his later work, 
especially in the late string quartets, a questioning of received musical 
forms because they may no longer convey anything universal. 


The music following Beethoven can be seen in such a perspective as 
relating to the disintegration of the German Idealist attempt to construct a 
unified system that could overcome the antagonisms generated by 
modernity. Ever more triumphant symphonic conclusions in Bruckner and 
other late Romantics involve a sense that such musical triumph is achieved 
despite what is happening in the real world. Adorno claims that, with 
Mahler, music ‘caught up in an original manner with Nietzsche’s insight 
that the system and its unbroken unity, the semblance/illusion [Schein] of 
reconciliation was not honest’ (GS 13 p. 213). The differing conclusions of 
Mahler’s symphonies, from triumphant reconciliation in the Second to slow 
extinction in the Ninth, convey the growing sense of unease in European 
culture that precedes the world wars. Modern art, then, becomes perennially 
controversial, because a real reconciliation of individual freedom and social 
order is not achieved. In these terms, the choice is between art either 
creating the questionable appearance of such order or responding to the lack 
of reconciliation which underlies the historical developments. 


Thomas Mann’s novel Doktor Faustus (1947), about a fictional 20th- 
century German composer obsessed with coming up with a new, strict form 
of modern musical order, for which Adorno advised Mann on questions of 
composition, explores these issues. On the one hand, new forms of order 
become the aim of serious art, and Mann’s novel connects the problem of 
order in music with that of social and political order; on the other, there is 
no consensus about the value of such forms. Mann’s composer at one point 
asserts that ‘even a ridiculous order is still better than none at all’, 
suggesting the anxiety that accompanies this issue, and the violent ways in 
which those like the Nazis imposed social order. Adorno is a thoroughgoing 


modernist in these questions, because he sees no way of going back to 
traditional forms of social and aesthetic order: ‘The thought of future 
renewal, whether it be in great and rounded works of art, or in the happy 
consonance of music and society, just denies what happened and what can 
be suppressed but cannot be made not to have happened’ (GS 12 p. 36). For 
him the pursuit of new forms may keep open a sense of possible liberation: 
‘In the liberation of form which all genuine art desires, the liberation of 
society is encoded above all else, because form, the aesthetic connection of 
everything individual, represents the social relationship in the work of art’ 
(GS 7 p. 379). How, though, does what happens to form in works of art 
relate to liberation in society? 


Art, society, and politics 


Debates in Europe over art and aesthetics, particularly from the second half 
of the 19th century onwards, and particularly in left-wing circles, often 
revolve around a perceived clash between ‘formalism’, for which the form 
of art is most essential to what makes it art, and criticism of concentration 
on formal matters in the name of art’s social, emotional, political, etc. 
‘content’, and its potential for promoting social transformation. Taking up 
ideas from the playwright and poet Bertolt Brecht, Walter Benjamin talked 
of the ‘politicisation of aesthetics’ as a means of opposing the fascist 
‘aestheticisation of politics’, evident in choreographed mass rallies, etc. 
Adorno is, though, more circumspect: ‘All attempts to give back to art what 
it doubts by giving it a social function ... have failed’ (GS 7 p. 9). He 
insists instead on art’s ‘autonomy’, without which it loses its connection to 
freedom by being subordinated to social purposes that are extraneous to the 
formal demands it involves. At the same time, he contends that art is 
inseparable from the social and political circumstances in which it is 
located. He seeks to mediate the clash between formalism and political 
engagement by the dialectical claim that “The campaign against 
formalism’—in the Soviet Union and other communist countries—‘ignores 
the fact that the form to which the content is subjected is itself sedimented 
content’ (GS 7 p. 218). The notion of form as ‘sedimented content’ is the 
core of Adorno’s thinking about art, and can explain why he links form in 
art to questions of freedom. 


Both in metaphysics and in aesthetics, ‘form’ is often thought of in relation 
to ‘matter’, and the question is what ‘matter’ is in works of art. In sculpture, 
for example, it would seem obvious that it is the stone, clay, or whatever, 
given shape by the sculptor, but that is precisely not Adorno’s point. He 
generally refers to ‘material’, rather than ‘matter’, and uses the term in 
relation to all the arts, especially music. The material in question, in the 
form of existing artistic techniques, makes demands on the artist, which 
‘derive ... from the fact that the “material” is itself sedimented spirit, 
something social, which has been preformed by the consciousness of 
people. As former subjectivity which has forgotten itself this objective spirit 
of the material has its own laws of motion’ (GS 12 p. 39). The material is, 
then, another manifestation of ‘second nature’, produced by subjects, which 
exerts objective pressure on the artist, even when they are not fully aware of 
it. It does so in ways related to manifestations of humanly produced second 
nature such as economic and ideological pressures that we encountered in 
earlier chapters, and this is why modern art raises questions about freedom. 


For the sculptor what they form is, then, not just the material in question, 
but also the history of what sculptors have done with it, and how this was 
received in society. The same applies to the other arts. Notes in music 
consist just of sound waves that occur elsewhere in nature. They become 
‘material’ in Adorno’s sense when they are ordered into a harmonic system, 
and into the ways the system is employed in differing historical and musical 
contexts, where what was objectively wrong at one time can become right 
at another. The artist who engages seriously with art has to resist the 
objective pressure of existing forms and practices: 


Instead of being a decisive means to express fundamentals about human existence and human 
society, art has assumed the function of a realm of consumer goods among others, measured 
only according to what people ‘can get out of it’, the amount of gratification or pleasure it 
provides them with or, to a certain extent, its historical or educational value. (GS 20.2 p. 418) 


Art and philosophy are both subject to the pressure of second nature, and 
they try to distance themselves from society by seeking autonomy, but ‘no 
authentic work of art, and no true philosophy ever has ... exhausted itself in 
itself, in its being-in-itself. They always stood in relation to the real life- 
process of the society from which they separated themselves’. This 


separation means they point to ‘a state in which freedom was realised’ (GS 
10.1 p. 16). 


This dialectical combination of distance from and relationship to society 
can make Adorno’s conception hard to grasp. The distance in question is 
dependent on continual critical reflection, based on the likelihood of any 
received cultural form involving the perpetuation of delusion. However, the 
‘Gnostic’ tendency we observed with respect to Adorno’s critique of jazz 
and the culture industry can lead him to questionable generalizations about 
the social reception of art. In a Spiegel interview, Adorno, having claimed 
Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro is ‘no longer Figaro’ if shown on TV, is 
asked: ‘Are you, then, of the opinion that music on TV is for now 
meaningless ritual [Brimborium]?’, to which he replies, “Yes, that is my 
opinion. TV concerts and TV operas are a piece of empty cultural activity’ 
(GS 19 p. 569). He elsewhere says much the same thing about symphonies 
on the radio. Adorno seems to have no concern with how very many people 
gain their access to great music. I developed a lifelong interest in conductor 
Wilhelm Furtwdngler after hearing one of his recordings of Beethoven’s 
Ninth Symphony on a transistor radio: even the poor reproduction could not 
hide that something extraordinary was happening in the music. 


The historical pressure that helps account for Adorno’s ‘Gnostic’ position is 
clear when he asserts in 1945: ‘Only those who know to what extent artistic 
and especially musical questions are involved with political issues 
throughout German cultural life can fully understand the emotional role 
played by the hatred against the music of the avantgarde within all 
reactionary and repressive groups of German society’ (GS 20.2 p. 436). 
Expression of ‘fundamentals about human existence and human society’ 
depends to a great extent on social and historical context, and the immediate 
post-war German historical context makes Adorno’s partisanship for the 
avant-garde as the only real manifestation of freedom understandable. At 
the same time, he tends to see music predominantly in terms of the specific 
philosophico-historical picture we have been tracing. In other contexts it 
becomes clear that too much that matters about music can thereby be 
neglected. 


Expression and system 


The consolation provided by music when someone is faced with 
experiences of loss and grief no doubt has historical and ideological 
components that can be reflected on in Adorno’s manner, and the music in 
question may have been co-opted by the culture industry. However, the 
immediacy of the consoling or uplifting aesthetic experience, which can 
offer a temporary form of liberation, need not be erased by such factors. It 
seems mistaken to undervalue that experience in the name of exclusive 
focus on philosophical understanding of its relationship to the socio- 
historical totality: existential dimensions of art are not always reducible to 
socio-historical ones. Daniel Barenboim observes of music that it is ‘so 
clearly able to teach you so many things’, and can also ‘serve as a means of 
escape from precisely those things’. Historical examples are legion where 
the practice of music and art of all kinds enabled people to sustain hope in 
what were objectively hopeless circumstances. Adorno takes too little 
account of such phenomena, despite his persistent concern with how art 
may convey hope. 


Such existential responses to music do, however, make more sense in terms 
of Adorno’s reflections on mimesis and expression in art. There is a tension 
in art between expression, and the artistic means via which it is realized: 
‘As something expressive music behaves mimetically, imitating in the way 
gestures respond to a stimulus’ (GS 13 p. 170). Elsewhere he puts it like 
this: ‘In music it is not a question of meaning but of gestures. To the extent 
to which it is language it is, like notation in its history, a language 
sedimented from gestures’ (GS 18 p. 154). Immediate responses in the form 
of gestures are part of natural, embodied human existence, hence their 
connection to the emotional significance of music as a non-verbal form of 
expression. The ‘sedimented’ form of the expression of these responses is, 
though, located in the intersubjective, social realm, for instance in the 
collective development of objective rules for the notation of music. 
Consequently: “This mimetic moment gradually coalesces in music with the 
rational moment, the mastery of the material; how both work on each other 
is music’s history’ (GS 18 p. 154). The technical resource of notation 
enables a massive expansion of musical form, because it counters the 
limitations of memory, and offers possibilities for the development of 


expressive complexity. At the same time, notation can rigidify music into a 
series of rule-bound conventions. Musicians have to transcend these in 
performance if something aesthetically significant is to result—hence the 
connection to freedom—and such transcendence, in turn, requires the 
mimetic. 


Adorno describes the fundamental contradiction that structures large parts 
of his writings on the Western classical music tradition as follows: 


The music which we still directly inhabit—and it begins precisely with Bach—labours from 
the beginning with an internal difficulty, a contradiction. On the one hand, it is enclosed in a 
system, the system of triads, of keys, and their relationships. On the other, the subject seeks to 
express itself in it, wants, instead of every norm that is just externally imposed, to produce 
lawfulness from out of itself. (GS 18 p. 435) 


This links music to the dialectical reflections on subject and object we have 
encountered in earlier chapters. The social subject produces the ‘second 
nature’ of tonality—Adomrno insists that tonality is not based on ‘natural’ 
intervals because these are now mathematically rationalized in the tempered 
scale, which, from Bach onwards, expands formal possibilities in music. 
Tonality’s restrictions on permissible dissonance then come to be seen as 
inhibiting the subject, and this leads the subject to seek ways of freeing 
itself from the second nature which it at the same time reproduces. 
Beethoven plays a decisive role in the move to the new situation, which is 
explored in Philosophy of New Music. Adorno argues that Beethoven is 
sometimes able successfully to negotiate the relationship between 
individual expression and the existing objective constraints of musical 
form. The ‘setting’ of Beethoven’s music is ‘socially transmitted forms’— 
like sonata, variation, rondo, etc.: as such, it is ‘ascetic with respect to the 
private expression of feelings’. His music also reflects the social conflicts 
of its day, and yet at the same time ‘draws the fullness and power of the 
individual from this asceticism’ (GS 4 p. 170), in the kind of reconciliation 
of individual and social which Hegel seeks in his philosophical account of 
rationality in modern society. 


Adorno’s most extreme position results from his interpretation of the social 
and philosophical significance of the ‘new music’ of the Second Viennese 
School, which parts company with ‘traditional music’. The latter 


had to make do with a very limited number of combinations of notes, especially in the vertical 
[i.e. in terms of harmony]. It had to get used to always achieving the specific once again 
through constellations of the universal, which, paradoxically, saw the universal as identical 
with the unique. Beethoven’s whole oeuvre is the explication of this paradox. (GS 12 p. 55) 


This reconciliation of universal and particular, in which the individual 
composer exercises their freedom by manipulating the possibilities of pre- 
given musical material, gives way to a radical new situation, via the 
loosening of forms and extension of permissible dissonance. 


The vital transitional figure here is Richard Wagner, whom Adorno links to 
the dissolution of the kind of philosophical system advanced by Hegel: ‘In 
art no less than philosophy the systems aim to produce the synthesis of the 
manifold from out of themselves. ... With Wagner this is no longer the 
case’ (GS 13 pp. 46—7). Before Wagner, ‘In Beethoven and right into high 
romanticism the harmonic expressive values are fixed: dissonance stands 
for the negative, consonance for the positive and fulfilment’ (GS 13. p. 64). 
This stability dissolves with Wagner’s use of chromaticism, which opens up 
more complex, ambiguous forms of expression, at the same time as posing 
new questions about how to organize musical material. The fact that anti- 
systematic philosophers Schopenhauer and Nietzsche play a substantive 
historical role in any attempt to understand Wagner’s music justifies 
Adorno’s link of music and philosophy in this case, but things get more 
difficult with respect to music and art after Wagner. 


The dilemma that results for new music is seen by Adorno as follows: 
‘Since the compositional process is measured only by the particular form of 
each work, not by tacitly accepted universal demands, what is good or bad 
music can no longer be “learned”’ (GS 12 p. 18). In principle, any 
combination of notes is allowed, once restrictions on dissonance based on 
tonality are no longer binding. However, in reality: “The dissolution of 
everything pre-given has not resulted in the possibility of manipulating 
every material and technique at one’s own discretion’ (GS 12 p. 25). 
Whereas degrees of dissonance and consonance in traditional music are a 
pre-given basis for the build-up and release of tension which enables formal 
coherence, the ‘emancipation of dissonance’ means this way of creating 
form can no longer function. Schoenberg himself suggests a key difficulty 


of atonality when he talks of only becoming able to use it ‘to construct 
larger forms by following a text or poem’, the lack of tonal resolutions 
having ruled out a central way of structuring a larger composition. This 
leads him to the idea of ‘composition with 12 tones’, where each note of the 
chromatic scale is used to construct a 12-note ‘row’, which then is used to 
determine the pattern of notes in the whole composition. For Adorno, in 
tonal music: ‘The harmony of particular and universal corresponded to the 
classical-liberal model of society. As in that model the totality asserted 
itself behind the scenes as the invisible hand, by dint of the individual 
spontaneities and over their heads’ (GS 17 p. 284). What results from the 
breakdown of this link between tonality and social order is music whose 
truth ‘seems rather to be contained in the fact that it denies the meaning of 
organised society, of which it wishes to know nothing, by organised 
emptiness of meaning, rather than being capable of producing meaning of 
its own accord. In the present conditions it is limited to determinate 
negation’ (GS 12 p. 28). The music is, then, limited to the refusal to follow 
the direction given by the musical tradition, while yet depending on it as 
what it has to leave behind to make any sense at all. 


‘Philosophical music’ 


At this point Adorno’s ‘Gnostic’ tendency re-emerges because of the way in 
which he analogizes music to philosophy: in doing so, he tends to exclude 
too many aspects of music’s social significance by assimilating them to the 
meanings of ‘organised society’. His interpretation of the frequent rejection 
of the new music of Schoenberg and others by the public is consequently 
too undifferentiated: ‘The dissonances that scare them speak of their own 
condition: for this reason alone they are unbearable to them’ (GS 12 p. 18). 
Audiences will, though, actually often accept dissonant modern music if the 
context in which it is presented makes sense to them, for example in a film. 
This can then lead to its acceptance in the concert hall, as can effective 
musical education. Moreover, children often have no difficulty with new 
music that adults may reject. 


Adorno at times thinks too much in terms of what one might call 
‘philosophical music’, that is the music that most obviously chimes with his 
philosophical concerns. In consequence, he overestimates—important as it 


undoubtedly is—the Second Viennese School’s approach to composition, 
and tends towards what pianist and musicologist Charles Rosen has called 
an ‘ethnocentric’ stance, aspects of which we saw in his misjudgement of 
the significance of jazz. He makes similar reductive judgements with 
respect to Stravinsky, talking, for example, of the ‘liquidation of the 
individual which Stravinsky’s music celebrates’ (GS 12 p. 174), and seeing 
him as a ‘restoration of the past’, rather than, like Schoenberg, as a 
progressive modernist. The contortions Adorno goes through to pass such 
negative judgements on pieces like the Sacre du printemps now just sound 
tendentious: ‘Stravinsky sets out schemata of human forms of reaction 
which then became universal under the unavoidable pressure of late 
industrial society’ (GS 12 p. 156), and his music is just ‘music about music’ 
(GS 12 p. 167). Stravinsky is not without his problematic aspects, 
especially in his neo-classical works, some of which arguably are just 
‘music about music’, but the continuing importance of his best work 
testifies against Adorno’s reductive judgements on him. Adorno claims with 
respect to new music of the Second Viennese School, in contrast, that ‘only 
in the extremes is the essence of this music made clear; they alone permit 
the recognition of its truth-content’ (GS 12 p. 13). Music has to live up to 
the most advanced ‘state of the material’ evident in the extremes of free 
atonality and dodecaphonic music. These testify to the situation in which 
‘universal and particular cannot be brought together again by an act of will; 
nor is tonality, as it was thought from time to time, restorable’ (GS 17 p. 
283). The simple objection to this is, though, that tonality does not need 
restoring: its possibilities are still being productively explored in all kinds 
of music. 


In a characteristic move, Adorno applies his conception of the domination 
of nature to the understanding of new techniques in art, and proposes the 
following not very convincing dialectical reversal: “The opposition of 
works of art against domination is mimesis of domination. They have to 
become like dominating behaviour, in order to produce something that is 
qualitatively different from the world of domination’ (GS 7 p. 430). Nature, 
in the sense of that which is oppressed and repressed, is supposed to speak 
via what is opposed to it, that is technical command—‘domination’—of 
complex musical material. What sounds in many ways furthest from nature, 
because its mimetic moment has been repressed in the gaining of technical 


command, is supposed to express what has been repressed in our 
relationship to internal and external nature. Schoenberg’s Erwartung, which 
tracks, in highly organized but dissonant and expressive atonal music, the 
traumatic experience of a woman finding the body of her lover at night in a 
wood, exemplifies what Adorno intends. There is, though, no necessity to 
assume that only technically advanced music that fits Adorno’s criteria can 
enable what is repressed to speak. His dialectical reversal is too dependent 
on a philosophical idea. This becomes apparent in the subsequent 
development of music. While atonality and dodecaphony still play a role in 
contemporary new music, they are largely seen as just one musical tool, 
rather than being mandatory. 


The diversity of contemporary music is simply at odds with Adomo’s 
philosophical appropriation of music. Who would now trust themself to 
make a general judgement on the ‘state of the material’ that would 
determine critical assessment of a piece of music’s significance? Within 
many modern musical traditions the demand not just to repeat the past is 
widely accepted, but there is no one ‘state of the material’ which can be 
used to judge what is aesthetically significant and what isn’t. The story of 
European music from Bach to Schoenberg and beyond that Adorno tells, 
and its connection to philosophy from Kant to Nietzsche, contains many 
revealing insights, but also leads to dead-ends and neglects too many other 
kinds of music. Where would music go next, if ‘organised emptiness of 
meaning’ is now the only expression of musical truth? That Adorno saw 
music at the end of the war in such terms is understandable, but his stance 
leaves too little room for assessing the diverse ways in which music 
continues to develop in differing social and political contexts. 


Adorno’s position on the denial of meaning in modernist art does, at the 
same time, point to something significant. There are reasons to question 
‘affirmative art’ that ignores the persistence of a manifestly unjust world. 
His aesthetic reflections are sometimes more convincing when he explores 
the disintegration of redemptive metaphysics that would seek to make sense 
of the traumatic history of modernity. This exploration leaves more space 
for the articulation of other kinds of sense that still inform people’s lives, 
despite the disintegration of metaphysical sense that would make history as 


a whole meaningful. By taking seriously the concrete failure of such 
metaphysics, new ways of making sense are opened up: 


The key to contemporary anti-art, with Beckett as its pinnacle, may be the idea of concretising 
that negation of sense; to discern something aesthetically meaningful in the relentless negation 
of metaphysical sense. The aesthetic principle of form is in itself, by synthesis of what is 
formed, the positing of sense, even where sense is repudiated by content. (GS 7 p. 403) 


Even art which does acknowledge the destruction of meaning in its 
‘content’—for example, in Beckett’s Endgame: ‘Hamm: We’re not 
beginning ... to... to... mean something? Clov: Mean something? You and 
I mean something? (Short laugh)’—remains a resource for making sense. 
Such expressions of meaninglessness in artistic form constitute their own 
particular kind of meaning, which in Beckett is often bleakly comic. 


Adorno, however, does not sufficiently attend to the everyday ways in 
which, as Albrecht Wellmer puts it, one still has to ‘grant to art a function in 
connection with forms of non-aesthetic communication, or with a real 
change of relationships between self and world’. Significant art need not 
just be, as it largely is for Adorno, the ‘presence in the forms of semblance 
of a state which does not yet exist’. There is a quasi-theological, utopian 
aspect to Adorno’s ‘Gnostic’ insistence on true modern art’s radical 
negation of meaning. Art is sometimes seen as mere semblance, so that only 
a total transformation of the world would be ‘real’. The myriad ways in 
which art still actively intervenes in transforming the everyday world for 
the better can be neglected in such a perspective. Involvement with art as a 
social practice produces real changes in people’s lives: art does not just 
offer a semblance of a utopian new world. The latter need not be excluded 
from thinking about art, but nor should the former (Figure 7). 


7. Paul Klee, Death for the Idea. 


Adorno was arguably better at writing about music he clearly liked, than 
about music he saw as philosophically important, let alone music he 
evidently disliked. His ‘Gnostic’ stance is, for example, less decisive in 
relation to music such as that of Gustav Mahler. In his writings on Mahler, 
Adorno achieves a kind of ‘musical philosophy’ by the way in which he 
engages with Mahler’s compositions, mixing technical analysis with 
evocative descriptive passages that make one hear the music in new ways. 


He makes great sense, for example, of Mahler’s use of hackneyed musical 
material: 


Every Mahler symphony asks how a living totality can emerge out of the ruins of the musical 
world of things. Mahler’s music is not great despite the kitsch towards which it tends, but 
because its construction unties the tongue of kitsch, releasing the longing, which commerce 
just exploits, that is served by kitsch. (GS 13 p. 189) 


The way that music which has been rendered meaningless—thing-like—by 
becoming a commodity makes new sense in Mahler’s work is here 
conveyed by prose which reveals what cannot be described by objectifying 
musical analysis or by philosophical analogy. 


Remarks like the following bring out the best in Adorno’s focus on the 
working out of contradictions in his exploration of modern culture: ‘in 
terms of the philosophy of history, Mahler’s form approaches that of the 
novel. The musical material is pedestrian, the presentation sublime. The 
configuration of content and style was no different in the novel of all 
novels, Flaubert’s Madame Bovary’ (GS 13 p. 209). Flaubert’s style 
transforms the mundane world his novel presents, just as Mahler’s music 
lives from the opposition between the ‘course of the world’, the repressive, 
unjust status quo that is manifest in banal musical material, and 
‘breakthrough’, the evocation of a new, fulfilling world by music which 
transforms the banality. 


Adorno’s most productive approaches to art give full weight to formal 
issues, as well as to their historical significance, but he can lose sight of the 
aesthetic by assimilating it to the philosophical. This is what, for example, 
vitiates parts of Philosophy of New Music, as he himself later realized: “The 
decisive thing, the interpretation of the compositions of Schoenberg, was 
always inadequate. In consequence it appeared that music was supposed to 
be completely dissolved into cognition’ (GS 18 p. 165). In the Mahler book, 
and many smaller pieces on music, literature, and other topics, the interplay 
between philosophical interpretation and the evocation of the experience of 
art of those who participate in it offers a model that can counterbalance 
some of Adorno’s one-sided theoretical approaches. The precarious balance 
between art and philosophy in Adorno’s work is a reflection of the fact that 


in the modern period the status of both art and philosophy can no longer be 
taken for granted. At his best, though, Adorno shows, against a dominant 
trend, especially in anglophone philosophy, how art may sometimes offer 
better responses to philosophical issues than philosophy itself. 


The continuing importance of the idea of a ‘dialectic of Enlightenment’ was 
suggested by a recent internet meme: ‘Do y’all remember, before the 
internet, that people thought the cause of stupidity was the lack of access to 
information? Yeah. It wasn’t that’. As crisis piles on crisis in the countries, 
particularly in the Western world, that most emphatically espoused 
neoliberal economic and social policies, people’s attempts to make sense of 
what is happening are more and more prone to delusion, even as the 
availability of information that could counter delusion increases. This might 
be seen as evident, for example, in the growing incidence of baseless 
conspiracy theories, and in the adoption of far-right politics, based on racist 
scapegoating, to account for systemic socio-economic problems, in a 
manner often reminiscent of the 1930s. 


Adorno’s suspicion of ‘information’ was already apparent in the 1931 
Kierkegaard book, where he talks of the ‘replacement of spontaneous 
thought by automatised conformity, that occurs in connection with modern 
forms of information’ (GS 2 p. 230). The proliferation of information via 
the web often does not lead to a development of new ways of dealing with 
political and social problems, but rather to pathological adherence to pre- 
existing frameworks for understanding the world, and to a corresponding 
splintering into antagonistic groups. Projection, in which, as we saw, ‘the 
world becomes the impotent or omnipotent incarnation of what is projected 
onto it’ (GS 3 p. 216), is amplified by the way information is channelled via 
the web. People stay in the echo chambers that reflect their prejudices, 
which are reinforced by privately owned media concerns. Talk of ‘stupidity’ 


here may seem inappropriate, but Adorno sees stupidity in terms of the 
systemic factors which destroy ‘courage’ in thinking: ‘Most stupidity in 
thinking forms where that courage, which is immanent in thought and 
continually stirs in it, was stifled. Stupidity is ... not the simple absence of 
the power of thought, but rather the scar of its mutilation’ (GS 10.2 pp. 
604—5). Adorno’s work is an attempt to understand the ‘mutilation’ of the 
power of thought by the systemic pressures of modern social forms, and to 
discover how the scar it leaves might be healed. 


What primarily obstructs such healing is the fact that: ‘the reproduction of 
stupidity, which previously took place unconsciously, under the dictates of 
the bare necessity of life, is, because it could be abolished, taken in hand by 
triumphant mass-culture’ (GS 10.1 p. 101). He often underestimates what 
may resist ‘stupidity’, but the pressure of mass-culture has in certain 
respects actually grown in the years since his death. The increased flow of 
information does not lead to resistance to conformism, but often to a 
conformism that presents itself as resistance to conformism, which bolsters 
the status quo even more effectively. Clearly, just adding to the flow of 
information cannot counter what is at issue here, and Adorno does not claim 
to offer a general recipe for overcoming such systemic problems. There is, 
for him, no pre-existing theoretical map that will secure the direction of an 
investigation. This is why one has to be careful when seeking to translate 
his theories into contemporary practice. For all his engagement with 
political issues, Adorno is not an essentially political thinker who offers 
strategies for realizing the changes to which his ideas may point. 


Adorno’s major contribution lies rather in his offering models for 
interpreting social and cultural phenomena, in which detailed empirical 
investigation is complemented by the revelation of the often hidden 
systemic roots of those phenomena. His use of resources from Marxism, 
psychoanalysis, and other perspectives suggests why he does not propose 
any kind of systematic method. The boundaries between psychological, 
philosophical, economic, political, aesthetic, and sociological explanation 
are perennially contested. Instead of focusing on possible sceptical 
consequences of this situation, Adorno uses the tensions between the forms 
of explanation to reveal what may be missing in each when investigating 


real world cases. This is why he insists on ‘unrestricted experience’, and on 
‘negative dialectics’. 


Negative dialectics, as we saw, does not seek to resolve the opposition 
between thought and its object philosophically, in the manner of Hegel. It is 
instead ‘the consistent awareness of non-identity’, of how concept and 
object never fully coincide, and ‘does not pre-emptively adopt a standpoint’ 
(GS 6 p. 18). In consequence—and this helps explain the resistance 
Adorno’s work encounters, particularly among philosophers—it can have 
the effect of ‘inducing vertigo. For the great literature of modernity since 
Baudelaire that feeling is central; philosophy is anachronistically told it is 
not permitted to have anything to do with anything of the kind’ (GS 6 p. 
42). The demand for ‘a frame of reference, in which everything finds its 
place’ (GS 6 p. 43) contrasts with the idea that ‘Dialectic is the attempt to 
see the new in the old, instead of just the old in the new’ (GS 5 p. 46). 
Philosophy has to renounce any attempt at final systematic comprehension: 
even the old is never fully comprehended. The alternative—which still is 
the norm in certain kinds of analytical philosophy today—is to aim at a 
definitive theory of what is being investigated. Adorno regards this as 
philosophy ‘limiting itself to the methodology of the sciences, declaring 
these as philosophy, and virtually deleting itself’ (GS 6 p. 20). It is not that 
Adorno in any way questions the general validity of modern science: 
‘Certainly not the last among the overdue tasks of philosophy is, without 
amateurish analogies and syntheses, for mind to adopt the experiences of 
the natural sciences’ (GS 10.2 p. 470). But that is a socio-cultural task, 
which precisely eludes the methodology of the sciences themselves, and 
demands a different kind of stance, that is open to other kinds of 
experience, including aesthetic experience. 


Adorno’s Benjamin-influenced desire to establish philosophy’s autonomy 
from scientific method means he does not see metaphysics as being 
concerned with ‘what fundamental kinds of things there are and what 
properties and relations they have’. The fact is that the sciences do a better 
job of this than armchair philosophers. Adorno’s reflections on subject and 
object are, unlike a lot of modern philosophy, not concerned with 
scepticism about cognition, but rather with the distorted relationships of the 
subject to the world in modernity. The questions here are ‘metaphysical’ 


because they concern how we make sense after theological and systematic 
metaphysical forms of meaning have been emptied out by the advances of 
the sciences, and by the Holocaust. Adorno, as we have seen, associates the 
failures of previous forms of philosophy with the idea that modern 
humankind’s relationship to the world has become primarily one of 
domination, which damages both human and non-human nature. At the 
same time, philosophy, as a form of mind/spirit, cannot simply be 
superseded: ‘As little as mind is the absolute is it absorbed by what there is. 
It will only recognise what there is if it does not abolish itself’? (GS 10.2 p. 
471). The task is rather for philosophy to keep open the possibility of new 
ways of understanding and responding to a world that is prey to systemic 
delusion. 


This may sound rather vague, but what Adorno means becomes clearer if, 
rather than seeing the cognitive stance as the primary way we relate to the 
world, we also think in terms of doing justice to things—which suggests 
why art is so central to his thought. These contrasting stances are 
exemplified in the way that ‘nature’ is that which is technologically 
dominated in the name of human self-preservation, but now also that which 
needs our protection. Adorno sums up his approach to ‘non-identity’ as 
follows: ‘Reciprocal criticism of universal and particular, acts of 
identification which judge whether the concept does justice to what is 
grasped, and whether the particular also fulfils its concept, are the medium 
of thinking of the non-identity of particular and concept’ (GS 6 p. 149). 
This two-way critical approach is illustrated, for example, in ways of 
thinking about people which stereotype them, so not doing justice to their 
individuality, and, in contrast, in the ways in which individuals can take 
themselves to be self-determining subjects when they are actually objects of 
their externally imposed super-ego. 


The focus on the negative which runs through Adorno’s work might seem 
to locate him as an existentialist thinker who sees humankind as faced with 
a meaningless universe. Such an interpretation would, though, ignore the 
thoroughgoing historicization upon which he insists. The world that can 
now appear meaningless is one which perpetuates deprivation and suffering, 
and abuses non-human nature in ways that it is in the power of humankind 
to change. As such, ‘despair is the last ideology’, because it is actually 


‘historically and socially determined’ (GS 6 p. 366). The point is that 
appropriate social and political changes would also alter how the world 
manifests itself in philosophy. Negative dialectics consequently rejects both 
totalizing assertions of the meaningfulness of existence, and totalizing 
assertions of its meaninglessness: ‘What would without ignominy have a 
claim to the name of meaning resides in what is open, not enclosed within 
itself; the thesis that life has none is, as a positive thesis, just as foolish as 
its opposite is false’ (GS 6 p. 370). Traditional metaphysical assertions 
about the meaning of life can actually empty individual lives of meaning, 
because the assertions entail finality, when meaning can reside precisely in 
resistance to finality. Adorno speaks of truth, particularly in art, as having a 
‘temporal core’: it may not be timeless, but that does not erase its role in 
making sense in particular historical circumstances. 


The task is, therefore, to keep open possibilities of new meaning, at the 
same time as coming to terms with the end of traditional metaphysics. 
Adorno regards art as essential to this: ‘What is said by finite beings about 
transcendence is its semblance [Schein], but, as Kant realized, a necessary 
semblance. That is why the salvaging [Rettung] of semblance, the object of 
aesthetics, is incomparably relevant to metaphysics’ (GS 6 p. 386). What 
Adorno means is exemplified when he claims that Mahler’s Song of the 
Earth—a piece of ‘semblance’—both acknowledges and transcends the 
realization, brought about by the disenchantment of nature, that the earth is 
now one insignificant planet revolving round a minor star in one of billions 
of galaxies: ‘The moment of rapture in the face of such beauty presumes to 
stand up against being beholden to disenchanted nature. That metaphysics is 
no longer possible becomes the last metaphysics’ (GS 13 p. 297). 
Announcing the end of metaphysics is itself metaphysical, because it makes 
a universal claim. Art is, though, ‘judgementless’, and this means that the 
apparent contradiction in the announcement is obviated by the fact that the 
last metaphysics is manifested in the form of Mahler’s music, rather than in 
discursive form. The semblance of transcendence may be all that remains, 
but art in modernity can still play a vital role in keeping us open to things to 
which we might otherwise be blind. 


Even though redemptive theology and metaphysics disintegrate in face of 
the Holocaust, Adorno’s approach to modern culture takes seriously the 


needs which they represent, needs which, as the contemporary world 
continues to demonstrate, can lead to destructive, irrational responses. In a 
world where technological command has developed well beyond what was 
possible even in Adorno’s day, but where, in many areas, this has not been 
accompanied by an equivalent moral advance, a warning from ‘Education 
after Auschwitz’ suggests why his thought is unlikely to become redundant 
in the foreseeable future: 


Millions of innocent people—giving the figures, let alone haggling about them is already 
inhumane—vwere systematically murdered. No living person can dismiss this as a surface 
phenomenon, as an aberration from the course of history which would not come into 
consideration in relation to the great tendency of progress, of enlightenment, of supposedly 
advancing humanity. (GS 10.2. p. 675) 


How to advance humanity, if we take seriously what it has been shown to 
be capable of, is the challenge which Adorno’s work still poses for us today 
(Figure 8). 


8. Adorno memorial in Frankfurt am Main. 
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